
Telephone History - Jefferson County, Missouri 
By Lisa K. Gendron (includes info from Howard Litton's Tanglefoot book) 
 
Before the 1920's, when making a phone call you would have to contact an 
operator first who would then connect the call for you. Candlestick style 
telephones became popular in the ’20s and typically had a separate mouthpiece and 
receiver. 
 
AT&T's operating companies started installing dial telephones in the mid to late 
1920s. By the 1930s, it was common to see rotary phones in people’s homes. 
Customers could now dial numbers themselves, instead of having an operator place 
them as before. 
 

  
 
Rather than use all digits to indicate a telephone number, AT&T hit upon a hybrid 
system of letters and numbers. The Bell System thought abbreviations would 
prevent misdialing, a mnemonic device to help callers unaccustomed to using dial 
telephones. AT&T's William G. Blauvelt designed a dial with letters and numbers, 
one without a Q or Z, or letters for the digits 1 and 0. 
 
AT - Atlas 7 - Arnold 
BU - Butler 5 - Cedar Hill 
CY - Cypress - Maxville 
ES - Essex - High Ridge 
FL - Flanders - Imperial 
GI - Gibson  - De Soto  
GR - Grover  9 - Herculaneum 
HO - Hobart 7 - Imperial/Barnhart 
JU - Justice 6 - De Soto 



SU - Sunset 9 - Goldman, Hillsboro 
WH - Whitehall - Antonia, Ottoville 
YE - Yellowstone 7 - Festus, Crystal City 
Fleetwood 8 - Bonne Terre 
Geneva 1 - Flat River  
Whitney 4 - Ware 
Hemlock 8 - Potosi 
Orchard 8 - Richwoods 
Oxford - Cedar Hill 
 
If you had just a number, you had a private line. A number with a letter was a party 
line. When you picked up the phone, the operator would ask you what number you 
wanted and would connect you. If you were on a party line, you would be able to 
hear the other party talking and you would have to wait for them to get off the 
phone before you could use it. When your phone rang, you had to listen to the 
number of rings to know if it was for you or someone else on the party line. Yours 
might be 2 short rings and if it only rang once it was for someone else. 

 

1939 Back cover of the Festus‐Crystal City Telephone Directory 

 



How to call another party on your line in 1960: 
Dial 119 then the code number of your telephone (furnished by the Telephone Co.)  
Dial the phone number you are calling 
Hang up 
Both telephones will ring until the call is answered. When it stops ringing, pick up 
your receiver and begin your conversation. If the called phone does not answer, 
briefly lift your receiver and hang back up and the call will cancel. 
 
Some popular phone numbers from the 1960 Festus Telephone Book  
Bolgar, Bertalan MD   YE7-2116 
Crystal City State Bank    YE7-3603 
Duffner Ice & Ice Cream Co.   YE7-5256 
Gateway Drive-Inn   YE7-2861 
Heiligtag Funeral Home   HO7-2934 
Horine Service Station   GR9-4276 
Indian Foot Lake    GR9-5139 
Jefferson County Abstract Co  SU9-2671 
Kohler City Market   HO7-3476 
Magre's Liquor & Sport Gds Store YE7-3812 
Opal's Covered Wagon   SU9-2813 
Pittsburgh Plate Glass   YE7-3621 
Ray Rose Studio    YE7-2500 
Vreeland Clover Farm Store  SU9-2400 
White Grill     YE7-8849 
 
Pevely & Festus Telephone History 

The Meisner Telephone Co. was housed in one room of the Herman Heiner 
residence from 1919-1922. The company operated about 400 phones. Calls to St. 
Louis cost 15 cents and calls to Festus cost 5 cents. Mr. Heiner paid his operators 
$10 per week for 40 hours. When the office was moved to the second floor of the 
Pevely bank, the name was changed to the Scotia Telephone Company. Ozark 
Central Telephone Co. later bought out Scotia in Pevely.  
 
Training to become an operator was unpaid. When the telephone company moved 
to Festus, everything went to automatic operation.  
 
Newspaper article June 5, 1919 
~NOTICE TO TELEPHONE SUBSCRIBERS~ 



On account of the increased cost of all material and supplies used in the 
maintenance of the telephone plant, and also the necessary increase in wages for all 
classes of labor, we are compelled to ask the State Public Service Commission for 
permission to increase our rates for telephone service at Pevely, Fenton and Beck 
exchanges. 
The proposed rates are as follows. 
Class of service                         Rate per month 
Business 
Direct line – Wall set - - - - - - $2.50 
Direct line – Desk set - - - - - - -2.75 
Extensions – Wall set - - - - - -    .75 
Extensions – desk set - - - - - -  1.00 
Residence 
Direct line – wall set - - - - - -   1.75 
Direct line – desk set - - - - - -   2.00 
Extensions – wall set - - - - - -    .50 
Extensions – desk set - - - - - -    .75 
Rural Lines 
Residence - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 1.50 
Business - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 2.00  
Calls between Pevely, Fenton and Beck exchanges, 5 cents for each three minutes 
or fraction thereof. 
We have asked that the above proposed schedule of rates be allowed to go into 
effect July 1st 1919 Each subscriber is therefore notified that if there is any 
reasonable objection to the proposed increase, that such objection should be made 
in writing to the Public Service Commission at Jefferson City, prior to the effective 
date of the proposed schedule. 23.2 Meismer Telephone Company. By H. 
HEINER, Jr., President 
 
Festus Telephone 

On March 27, 1898, the City Council resolved that a permit be granted to Dr. J.R. 
Pritchard to erect and maintain for 10 years a telephone line and posts in the alley 
between Main & Haefner (North Second) Street from Adams Street to Mill Street 
to western boundary line so as not to interfere with public travel. On May 19, 
1899, Bell Telephone Co. requested a permit to extend their lines into the city. 

The Festus Telephone Co. was organized in 1903. After several years, the local 
telephone company, which was owned by several Festus business men, was sold to 



P.K. Higgins. He brought Thomas L. Leonard into his organization, who 
revolutionized the telephone system by installing miles of underground cable, 
talking all the poles off of Main Street in Festus, and replacing all the old hand 
crank boxes with automatic phones. 

The Festus Telephone Company became the Scotia Telephone Company in about 
1915. An article in a February 18, 1916 issue of the  Tri-City Independent stated 
that "The Plattin Missouri Telephone Company is rebuilding some of their branch 
lines this week, so we will have better service."  

An application with the Missouri Public Service Commission was filed in 
December 1932 to sell The Scotia Telephone Company to Ozark Central 
Telephone Company. In 1944, the Ozark Central Telephone Company moved its 
office to the Citizen's Bank building in Festus. Southwestern Bell purchased the 
Festus location in 1953. 

 

Telephone switchboard located on the second floor of the Citizens Bank of Festus 
 

Howard Litton, in his book, Tanglefoot Vol. II, says that C.E. Miller is credited 
with erecting the first telephone line in Festus - from his home at North Third and 
Grand Avenue in 1900 out to his brickyard.  



Jefferson County Press Feb. 9, 1937 - J. R. Funk writes........The first telephone 
line from Festus to Crystal City was private and extended from Dr. Donnell's 
office in the drug store in the east side of the Thomure building to Dr. J. W. 
Pickel's office at Crystal City. Service was not very dependable, but we managed 
to get many messages across.  

Dr. James Prichard established the first telephone line to Hillsboro from his office 
in Festus. He also had a line connected with his home, and when "static" was so 
bad that no words could be distinguished, he worked out a system of signals by 
which he could convey messages to his wife. For instance, two taps meant, I'm 
going out on a call." 

 
Jefferson County Press Feb. 9, 1937 
E. Kerruish Manager of Telephone Company In Its Early Days 
Back in the days when Festus and Pevely had independant telephone companies 
serving their respective communities and when telephone calls to St. Louis cost as 
little as 15 cents, Jefferson countians prided themselves on the fact that their 
telephone exchanges were home-owned. Scarcely sixteen years after Festus 
became a city, a telephone company was organized by local business leaders and 
the first telephones were installed. ....by 1913, when H. L. Marbury published his 
now famous "magazine edition" of the Festus News, the telephone exchange was a 
source of great local pride. Said Editor Marbury in his December 19, 1913 edition: 
"In Festus, with such wide-awake, far-seeing business men as Frank Brickey, E. 
Kerruish, Horace Waggener, Charles England and many others like them, it was 
natural that they should jump to the front, ten years ago, and organize a telephone 
company, thus making the city and community they served independant of foreign 
corporations or monopolies." 
Mr. E. Kerruish vice president and general manager 
Frank Brickey, president 
Horace Waggener, secretary and treasurer 
Charles England, C. E. Miller, Frank J. Sewald, Dr. J.F. Donnell, directors 
 



 

Harry Wilson, Mayor of Festus, and Harold Bond, Mayor of Crystal City in the first dial phone 
call between Festus and Crystal City, April 25, 1951.  

 

DeSoto Telephone  

Long Distance Rates from De Soto, MO in 1948 

To:  Festus - 10¢ Station to Station and 15¢ Person to Person 
 Imperial - 20¢ Station to Station and 25¢ Person to Person 
 St. Louis - 35¢ Station to Station and 50¢ Person to Person 
 
Some popular numbers from 1948 De Soto Telephone Book 
Dr. C. E. Fallet     4 
Elks Club     69 
Coxwell Furniture    25 
Dietrich Funeral Home   337-A 
Olson's Chipper Chicks   348 
Plamore Bowling Alley    340 
Laurella Studio    286 
Meyers & Datillo Motor Co  160 
Police Department    128 
Taxi Joe     502 
Stanley Williams Texaco   185-R 



Georgia Ann Style Shop   18 
Edwin Matthes Insurance   1 
Arlington Hotel    19 
Artesian Bottling Works   21 
Hamel & Rowe Hardware  59 
De Soto School Lunch Room  29-R 

 

  
 

1948 De Soto Missouri Telephone Directory 

 
 
Newspaper article - abt 1950  

De Sotoans don't think of the exchange without thinking of the Coxwells. R. P. 
Coxwell, secretary of the company, manages the exchange. E. G. Coxwell is 
president. The three sons of the latter, Charles, E.G. Jr., and William are employed 
by the company. E. G. and R. P. Coxwell are sons of the late Ernest Coxwell, who 
with his brother, the late Metford Coxwell, was among the De Soto men who 
founded the company in 1895. The late Jack Barth promoted the idea at the start. 



The Coxwells, while among the first stockholders, did not buy the controlling 
stock until 1914.  

The first switchboard was small and crude compared to the present battery type, 
installed in 1936. The latter does not sway with the crank on the telephone. The 
second switchboard was a one position magneto type, and before the present board, 
a two position magneto board was used. R. P. Coxwell says says he recalls all but 
the first board.  

Subscribers were few at first. People were slow to take the new-fangled gadget into 
their homes. The first switchboard was located in the Zollman Bldg., now replaced 
by Gillman's Department Store. One operator was on duty each day. She worked 
10 hours and there was no service at night.  

"During the years the company expanded considerabley, and there are now twice 
as many operators as there were six years ago," manager Coxwell pointed out. 
"Within those six years over 700 telephones have been installed."  

Until 1933, Southwestern Bell Telephone had a long distance office in the old 
opera house building. A trunk line between the two offices was necessary. In 1933 
the local company took over the long distance service. Other improvements 
include new cables installed in parts of the town in 1949, and several miles of new 
lines giving service for the surrounding rural acres.  

There are 13 operators. Those on full time work an eight hour day, five days a 
week. Some of them can handle as many as 250 to 275 calls per hour.  

Miss Gertrude Rohlfing (supervisor of the girls) has been with the company over 
40 years - longer than any other operator. Her first day with the company was 
Friday, May 13, 1910. Edward (Jack) Denny, wire chief, has been with the 
company over 30 years. Miss Rohlfing came to the company just out of high 
school and has never worked any where else since. When she first started there 
were two operators, and each worked a ten hour shift. The exchange has 12 
operators in addition to Miss Rohlfing. Mrs. Rose Koch, night operator has been 
with the company for 20 years. The other girls are Miss Virginia Knapp, Mrs. 
Betty Bowen, Mrs. Mae Barnes, Mrs. Mildred Mahn, Miss Elaine Kuhlmann, Miss 



Anna Mae Bucher, Miss Alta Ladd, Miss Shirley Williams, Mrs. Florence Peppers, 
Mrs. Hattie Drew, and Mrs. Jane Stephens.  

Coxwell phone company switch board.  If you walk out the front door at Mahn 
plumbing you will be looking at Coxwell building, the phone company was up 
stairs. 

 

Grace Manley remembers that you didn't have to dial in those days. The operator 
would say "number please," you told her and you were connected! If they didn't 
answer, you she would keep trying until she got them and have them call back. 
They also got your messages to Santa Claus and once in awhile they helped you 
say your prayers at night!  



 



 

 

Old Telephone Exchange owned by the Coxwell family. 
 

 



 



1943 De Soto Switchboard



 


