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1912 advertisement 

 
 

 
“Talk through the Hygienic Telephone Disc and protect yourself from all germ disease.” Hotels 
offered a new disc for each guest occupying the room.  Hygienic Telephone Disc were patented 
in 1906. 

Hello, Operator? 
 

by 
Beth Miller 

 
 
   During the coronavirus pandemic, I find one of my favorite past times of watching 
classic films to be even more engaging.  Sometimes I don’t notice the story or actors 
because I am concentrating on the décor, clothing or technology.   Telephones are   



 3 

the most intriguing.  It is a technology that was quickly accepted and adopted for 
home usage. 
 
    In 1876 Alexander Graham Bell won the first patent for the telephone that 
enabled speech to be sent along wires.  In 1877-78 the first phone line was 
constructed; the first switchboard was created and the first telephone exchange 
was in operation.  By 1900 there were nearly 600,000 phones in Bell's system.  That 
number increased to 2.2 million phones by 1905 and 5.8 million phones by 
1910.  The phone had become an indispensable tool. 
 
  Alexander Graham Bell proposed ‘ahoy’ as used in ships to be the telephone 
greeting.   Thomas Edison’s suggestion was ‘hello’.  Early usage of ‘hello’ was a way 
to attract attention or express surprise.  Other early phone greetings were: “Do I 
get you?” and “Are you there?”   
 
  As a tribute to Bell when he died in 1922, all the telephones stopped ringing for 
one full minute.  In the United States and Canada, 14 million phones were briefly 
silenced.   
 
   Teaching proper usage of the phone was important information that was taught 
to the public from the very beginning of telephone service.  It was still necessary in 
1917 to remind callers of the correct way to use the candlestick phone.  My favorite 
classic films often show actors facing the camera and not speaking directly into the 
mouthpiece.  Telephone companies distributed postcards with reminders of how 
to speak correctly into the telephone.   
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1917 telephone usage ad 
 
   Ventura County rode the technology wave in 1902 with an Oxnard Courier 
headline announcing "Telephone List Growing (phone subscribers) Night Service 
and Long Distance Board in Sight if Patronage is Received."   
    By 1906 the Oxnard Courier reported in the headline "Watch Us Grow" and noted 
"Home telephones are becoming more popular than ever as in shown by the 
following list of subscribers...they are being installed as rapidly as possible."   
 
    The subscriber list covered Oxnard, Suburban and Camarillo.  The list of ten 
Camarillo subscribers included A. Camarillo.  Expanded service was reported on 
June 21, 1907 when the Home Telephone Company included service to "the people 
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of Las Posas (who) are rejoicing over their good fortune.  They say that heretofore 
they have been shut off from the outside world." 

     One of the first house telephones installed in the town of Camarillo was in the 
home that siblings Adele and Anna Hernandez shared near Barry Street on 
Davenport. (The home was on the corner of Davenport and Pujol, now Glenn Drive.  Davenport 
was completely removed to make way for the freeway.)  Soon after graduation from 
business school in Santa Maria, Anna began a longtime para-legal career in the 
office of Charles Blackstock.  Judge Blackstock wanted to be able to reach Anna 
whenever needed.  The telephone became a necessary part of office equipment. 

                                                    
 
  Besides promoting the telephone as a tool for business efficiency, telephone 
companies also saw a way to increase home usage with extension phones. 
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   Just as we have become accustomed to ordering items online, placing telephone 
orders was promoted in early advertisements. 
 

 
   Telephone operators played an important part for quality phone service.  The first 
operators were teenage boys, who were often rude to callers.  They were replaced 
with highly trained women who were polite and patient.   Adolfo's great- grandson, 
Tom Marvel, recalls that during his Nevada childhood, local operators could easily 
track down a person's whereabouts by contacting other operators and 
businesses.  At this same time, when his grandmother, Rosa Camarillo Petit (Adolfo’s 
daughter) picked up her phone in Camarillo, she heard a dial tone.  It was no longer 
necessary to connect with an operator who would inquire “Number, please.”  
 

 
General Telephone Co.  business card that Adolfo Camarillo kept in his wallet.  1958 
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   With improvements of the local phone service came telephone line upgrades.  In 
the early 1960s, John Frisk was a telephone general lineman assigned to working 
on Pancho and Howard Roads near the Adohr Milk Farms on Pleasant Valley Road.  
John was a perfect choice for the assignment.  He had spent his boyhood playing 
and working on the Adohr property that his father managed as foreman.   
 
   The upgrades took him to the home of Mary Howard Smith a longtime friend of 
the Frisk family.   He “loved going to Mary’s house.”   John had grown up riding her 
donkey, snacking on the limes of her prized grafted citrus tree and helping her with 
chores.  John’s mother, Verna Frisk, and Mary were close friends.  Mary knew she 
could depend upon Verna to help with work around the Smith Farm even with the 
difficult job of loading alfalfa. 
 
   John explained, that at the time, most of the homes had at least 10 customers to 
the party line.  “With direct dialing, the goal was to have a minimum of a 4-party 
line.”  The crew of 4 linemen made all of the improvements in just a few weeks. 
 
     All communities have unique stories about how their telephone operators 
served their area.  For Ventura County, it occurred during the critical hours after 
the failure of the St. Francis Dam on March 12, 1928.  The operators of the Santa 
Clara River Valley, in the path of the flood, stayed at their posts and transmitted 
warnings to operators in communities down the line.  They saved countless lives. 
 
    The last of the old-fashioned manual telephone switchboards was located in 
Kerman, California (15 miles west from Fresno).  They were phased out and 
replaced with computerized equipment in April 1991. 
 
    Just as in Adolfo’s day, when the operators were being eliminated from phone 
service, today’s receptionist-operators in offices have been replaced by the 
automated menu systems. Callers are quickly directed to the proper extension.   
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    What is the future of telephones?   In 1953, the president of the Pacific 
Telephone & Telegraph Co. predicted our usage of phones today, including 
personal phones that can be easily carried, translate languages and transmit images 
of the users as they talk! 
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Yesterday’s Telephones  
   When we finally reach the time of a post-coronavirus pandemic, plan a visit to the 
Pleasant Valley Historical Society to see their extensive collection of telephones!   It 
is a wonderful place to learn about telephone history, design and usage. 
 

 
Photo and Information Courtesy of the Pleasant Valley Historical Society 

 

Bill Doctorman Historic Telephone Collection 
     You can see how the old phones worked and “touch” history.  The collection 
presents telephones from the late 1880s through the 1990s including box, 
candlestick, and cradle phones.  You will find a real Princess phone, early pay 
phones, and an interesting collection of European phones.  The display includes 
early manually operated ('operator') telephone switchboards, and early automated 
telephone switching equipment. 
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Courtesy of Pleasant Valley Historical Society 

From the 1898 California Telephone Book 
Adolfo Camarillo is listed under “Somis” 

 
  This telephone book was published in 1898 before the Post Office in Camarillo was 
established in mid-to-late 1899 and the Southern Pacific Railroad Company train 
line through Camarillo, which was completed by July 18, 1899. 
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  Here is a link to the 1958 Camarillo telephone book courtesy of the Camarillo 
High School Class of 1969.  Thank you to Linda Kehm (Holk)! 
 
   The telephone book containing only 8 pages is a treasury of names and telephone 
numbers. 
	
https://www.camarillohighschool1969.com/1958-camarillo-phone-book	
 
 

 
 

Glenn Miller & His Orchestra 
“Pennsylvania 6-5000” 

 
    The song became a swing jazz and pop standard.  Many big bands played in the 
Hotel Pennsylvania’s Café Rouge in New York City, including the Glenn Miller 
Orchestra.  The hotel’s telephone number, Pennsylvania 6-5000, inspired the Glenn 
Miller 1940 Billboard hit of the same name.  Music by Jerry Gray and lyrics by Carl 
Sigman.  The instrumental was recorded by Glenn Miller and his orchestra in 1940. 

 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xZNsyIc0fsg 
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Dial Telephone Service Ad:  1957 

 
Do you have a story or photo you’d like to share? 

Please contact Karin Farrin: 
 

kg.farrin@gte.net 
 

Thank you! 


