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THE TELEGRAPH COMES TO 

NORTH CAROLINA  

ÅWhy and how did North Carolina become part of the 

U.S. telegraph network and the òGlobal Villageó? 

ÅWhat role did the railroads play in extending the 

telegraph network in North Carolina?  

ÅWhat role did women play as telegraph operators and 

managers?  

ÅHow and when did the telegraph come to Chapel Hill?  

ÅWho were the women who worked for Western Union in 

Chapel Hill?  

Here are some of the questions I will address in this 

presentation:  



THE TELEGRAPH COMES 

TO NORTH CAROLINA  

1848  -  1875 



SAMUEL MORSEõS ORIGINAL 

TELEGRAPH LINE - 1848  

Å 1844 ð First demonstration of 
successful telegraph line between 
Washington and Baltimore by 
Samuel Morse and Alfred Vail  

Å 1846 - Outbreak of Mexican War 
creates demand for news from New 

Orleans.  Samuel Morseõs Magnetic 
Telegraph Company plans southern 
line.  

Å 1847 ð North Carolina legislature  
gives the Washington & New Orleans 
Telegraph Company the power òto 

set up fixtures along any of the roads 
or railroadsé belonging to the 
state.ó  

Å 1848 ð Morseõs Washington & New 
Orleans Telegraph Company line 
passes through Raleigh.  1 st message 

from Charleston to Petersburg on 
February 14, 1848.  

Thompson, Wiring A Continent , 140 



THE NORTH CAROLINA RAILROAD  

Å 1849 ð North Carolina Railroad 
chartered.  Original route did not 
include Chapel Hill.  

Å 1851 ð First use of telegraph by 
Charles Minot of Erie Railroad for 
train routing.  

Å 1856 ð NCRR completed from 
Goldsboro to Charlotte  

Å 1858 ð President Charles F. Fisher of 
NCRR signs contract with 
Magnetic Telegraph Co. to build 
telegraph line along NCRR tracks . 
òNo road of the length of this  
should ever be without one.ó 
Charles F. Fisher, 1859. 

Å 1859 ð American Telegraph 
Company formed, absorbing 
Morseõs Washington & New 
Orleans Tel. Co. Stockholders 
authorize NCRR to build its own 
telegraph lines.  

 
Trelease, The North Carolina Railroad , 203 



THE CIVIL WAR  

Å 1861 ð Southern Telegraph 
Company absorbs assets of 
American Tel. Co. in the 
Confederacy. Builds line from 
Goldsboro to Raleigh along 
NCRR tracks. 

Trelease, The North Carolina Railroad, 2  



CIVIL WAR (2)  

Å 1862 ð NCRR lines from Raleigh to 
Charlotte completed. NCRR provided 
poles, Southern Express Co. strung wire 
and provided apparatus. Telegraph 
stations at Charlotte, Concord, Salisbury, 
Lexington, High Point, Greensboro, 

Company Shops, Hillsboro, Durham, and 
Raleigh.  

Trelease, The North Carolina Railroad, 2  



THE TELEGRAPH IN THE POST -WAR 

ERA  

Å 1865-66 ð Kemp Plummer Battle writes, òThe seclusion 
of Chapel Hill, the distance from the railroad, the 
absence of telegraph wires, added to the nervous 
anxieties as to happenings at the front, and almost 
unsettled reason.ó Battle, History of the University of 
North Carolina , v. 1, 745. 

Å Late 1860s ðSouthern Express telegraph lines 
acquired by Western Union; Western Union begins to 
expand telegraph service in North Carolina  

Å 1870 ð University of North Carolina forced to close 
due to lack of funding; campus deserted  

Å 1871 ð NCRR leased to Richmond & Danville RR  

Å 1875 ð Cornelia Phillips Spencer receives telegram 
notifying her of the passage of the bill to re -open the 
university.  òMarch 20, 1875, was Mrs. Spencerõs 
fiftieth birthday.  It was on that day that the news 
was telegraphed to her, a few minutes after the bill 
was safe.ó Hope Summerell Chamberlain, Old Days 

in Chapel Hill , 222. 

 



THE CASE OF THE MISSING 

TELEGRAM  

Å  òThe bill came up on its third reading 
on March 20th and passed without a 
division. éThe joyful news was 
forwarded by electric wire at once to 
Mrs. C. P. Spencer, who, with her 
mother and young daughter, 
remained at Chapel Hill in all its 
darkest hours and by her potent pen 
kept the University and its woes before 
the public eye. She summoned to her 
aid Misses Susan G. and Jenny 
Thompson (now Mrs. J. T. Kerr), Mr. A. 
D. Mickle , and perhaps others, and 
repairing to the attic of the South 
Building, exultingly rang out the glad 
tidings over the hills and vales for four 
miles around. The tuneful bell had lost 
by its slumbers none of its deep -toned 
sonorousness. It seemed to rejoice to 
enter on its duties again, and to 
promise never again to cease "calling 
from duties done," or, "ringing for 
honors won," to the end of time.ó 
Kemp P. Battle, History of the University 
of North Carolina,  Volume 2:  From 
1868 to 1912, 69 . 

Å ??The telegram appears to be missing.  

 

Kemp Plummer Battle 

(1831-1919). From History 

of the University of North 

Carolina , Vol. II 

Cornelia Phillips Spencer 

(1825-1908). From History 

of the University of North 

Carolina , Vol. II 

 



WOMEN IN THE 

TELEGRAPH OFFICE  



WOMEN IN THE TELEGRAPH 

OFFICE  

ÅWomen worked as telegraph 
operators from the 1840s  

ÅòAny female proficient in 
orthography, with an inclination to 
useful employment, would make a 
good telegraphist, and might 

readily commandé a salary of from 
$300 to $500,  and be profitable to 
her employers  beyond the ordinary 
male telegraphists employed under 
the present arrangement of office.ó 
Virginia Penny, How Women can 

Make Money , 1870. 

ÅòIt does not soil their dresses; it does 
not keep them in a standing 
posture; it does not, they say, 
compromise them socially.  A 
telegraph operator, they declare, 

has a social position not inferior to 
that of a teacher or governess.ó 
Martha Rayne, What Can a Woman 
Do? 1893 

 

Harperõs New Monthly Magazine,  August 1873  



WOMEN TELEGRAPH OPERATORS 

IN THE UNITED STATES 1870 -1960  

Year  Total M 

(U.S.) 

Total F 

(U.S.) 

% of F Total M 

(N.C.)  

Total F 

(N.C.)  

% of F 

1870 7961 355 4 41 3 7 

1880 21678 1131 5 112 4 3 

1890 43740 8474 16 362 18 5 

1900 48623 7229 13 546 44 7 

1910 61734 8219 12 771 47 6 

1920 62574 16860 21 798 156 16 

1930 51699 16122 24 736 208 22 

1940 31554 8228 21 473 149 24 

1950 27090 7290 21 395 135 25 

1960 15980 4496 22 200 74 27 

Source:  U.S. Census 



MANY WOMEN WERE RAILROAD 

OPERATORS  

Å òAt railroad stations where the business 
has increased enough to warrant the 
employment of an assistant, a young 
woman to do the telegraphing is 
frequently the first helper employed." B. B. 
Adams, editor ,  Railroad Gazette, 1897  

Å òMost of the operators on the 
Pennsylvania road are girls. About the 
hardest work we have to do is to pull the 
lever back and forward which changes 
the lights.ó Girls of the Signal Towers, 
Railroad Telegrapher , June 26, 1889.  

Å Probably 20 -25% of all telegraph operators 
were women ð however, it is difficult to 
determine exact numbers due to census 
underreporting and lack of corporate 
records  

Å Women operators were especially 

common in small towns and rural depots  

 

Carrie Pearl Seid, railroad operator, 

Sunbury, Pennsylvania, 1907.  From 
Railroad Telegrapher , August 1907.  



WHAT DID A RAILROAD 

TELEGRAPHER DO?  

 
Å Functioned as òair traffic controllersó 

for the railroads in the late 19 th and 
early 20 th centuries  

Å Train routing - Telegraphers were 
stationed in individual depots along 
the railroad line in order to receive 
train orders from a centrally located 

dispatcher and report back on train 
movements ð òOSóing trains 

Å Handing orders - Telegraphed train 
orders would be written out on paper 
and "handed up" to the crews of 
passing trains using an order staff  

Å Setting signals -  With the advent of 
the block system, the local depot 
operator would also set the signal 
flags to notify trains of the status of 
the block ahead  

Å Handling personal messages ð the 

depot operator was often the 
Western Union operator as well  

Å Stereotypical image of telegraph 
operator as male  

Cover of Railroad Telegrapher Journal , January 

1903 



HANDING TRAIN ORDERS  

Å A number 31 train order 
required the train to stop and 
sign for the order.  A number 19 
train order had to be òhoopedó 
or handed up to passing trains 
using an order staff.  

Å òThen I prepared to go out and 
hand up. éThe big 5000 
coming toward me with its 
headlight shining in my eyes 
loomed larger and larger.  éI 
held the train order hoop 

tightly, and only the fact that I 
stood too close and the 
brakeman missed the hoop 
kept me from being pulled into 
the train.  éHe advised me not 
to stand so close and to hold 

the light up so the hoop could 
be seen.ó Sue Morehead, 
Railroad Magazine , 1944 

Cover, Railroad Stories Magazine , 
October 1935  



WOMEN RAILROAD OPERATORS IN 

NORTH CAROLINA  

Å òThere are but few openings for a woman in a small place 

to earn a livelyhood, and they should be encouraged in 

their labors as clerks.ó Robert M. Cowan, Editor, Anson 

Times, Wadesboro, NC, 1884.  

Å 1898 - òSister Horton,ó agent and operator, Flat Rock, NC.  

òWe find Sister Horton holding down the agency as well as 

both wires.ó Railroad Telegrapher , August 1898, 691.  

Å 1907 - S.D. Taylor, become operator for Atlantic Coast Line 

at Wilson. òSister S.D. Taylor has accepted Wilson, ôHN,õ 

days.  We are certainly proud to have this Sister in our 

midst.  At present, she is having to work late on account of 

no night telegrapher. We hope this wonõt continue long.ó 

Railroad Telegrapher , June 1907, 1004.  

Å 1907 ð Commercial operators go on strike in August. òOur 

two sisters, Miss Dunne and Miss Medlock, at Morgantown, 

N.C. are stickers.ó Source: CTUA Journal , December 1907, 

1260.  

Å 1908 ð S.D. Taylor dismissed from 1 st trick position at Wilson.  

Railroad Telegrapher , July 1908, 1248. 

Å 1913 - Miss S. D. Taylor, operator, Norfolk & Southern RR, 

Sims, NC. General Secretary & Treasurer, District 147, ORT.  

Railroad Telegrapher, May 1913, 960.  

Å 1914 ð Alice Reamer and Gertude Smith, operators, 

Salisbury , NC.  Railroad Telegrapher , March 1914, pp. 523 -

4 

 

S.D. Taylor, Norfolk & Southern 

operator, Sims, NC. Source:  Railroad 

Telegrapher , May 1913, 946.  



WOMEN IN COMMERCIAL OFFICES  

Å Commercial telegraphers 

mostly handled business 

transactions, press reports, 

and personal messages  

Å The two largest companies 

were Western Union and 

the Postal Telegraph  

Å A commercial office 

would typically be 

opened after the town 

outgrew the capabilities of 

the railroad depot office  

Å Commercial offices were 

normally located in the 

downtown commercial 

district  

Western Union office, Wichita, Kansas, 1912. 
Courtesy Western Union Telegraph Company 

Collection, Archives Center, National Museum of 
American History , Smithsonian Institution  

 



ALICE F. JOHNSTON  ð WESTERN 

UNION OPERATOR, 1880S  

Å 1882 ð Alice F. Johnston arrives in 

Wadesboro, NC to work for Western Union. 

òWe trust she will find her new position a 

pleasant and desireable one, and her stay 

among us to be both long and agreeable.  

Miss J. understands her business well ñand 

we are inclined to suspect that there will be 

more cotton telegrams sent than formerly by 

some of our younger dealers.ó  Anson Times, 

July 6, 1882. 

Å Alice F. Johnston was born in Urbana, 

Maryland around 1853 -1865 

Å Alice Johnston learned telegraphy from her 

cousin, Annie North. Annie North had been 

the operator in Urbana, Maryland, during the 

Civil War  

Å Annie North moved to Camden, SC after the 

war and became the telegraph operator 

there.  Alice joined her and became the 

operator in Aiken, SC  

Å 1883 ðAlice Johnstonõs boarding house burns 

in Wadesboro  

Anson Times, Wadesboro, 

NC, July 26, 1883  

Alice F. Johnston, 1889.  

Photo courtesy Catherine 

Birchard  


