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THE TELEGRAPH COMES TO
NORTH CAROLINA

Here are some of the questions | will address in this
presentation:

AWhy and how did North Carolina become part of the
e St ™ ilanl @egrra-p N N el opF “Kilkea 0 Es S Eghee

AWhat role did the railroads play in extending the
telegraph network in North Carolina?

A What role did women play as telegraph operators and
managers?

A How and when did the telegraph come to Chapel Hill?

A'Who were the women who worked for Western Union in
Chapel Hill?



THE TELEGRAPH COMES
TO NORTH CAROLINA

1848 - 1875



SAMUEL MORSEOS ORI GI
TELEGRAPH LINE - 1848

A 1844 & First demonstration of
successful telegraph line between
Washington and Baltimore by
Samuel Morse and Alfred Vall

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

xic_hm.mg/
\ Lynchburg_ . g 6]

Orl eans. Samuel ‘
Telegraph Company plans southern
line.

A 1847 & North Carolina legislature
gives the Washington & New Orleans
Tel egraph Company t he*
set up fixtures along any of the roads x
or railroadsé bel ongig
ST a: t4e”. -0

A 184883Mor seds Washingto
Orleans Telegraph Company line Y o —
passes through Raleigh. 1 st message M
from Charleston to Petersburg on
February 14, 1848.

lle
n RACE TO THE CRESCENT CITY
1848
LINES BUILDING TG NEW ORLEANS
LEGEND

weee. WASHINGTON & NEW ORLEANS
TELEGRAPH CO. (MORSE)

—-— WASHINGTON 8 NEW ORLEANS
CONNECTING LIN%S TO NEW YORK
—+—PEOPLE'S TELEGRAPH CO.(BAIN)

—u— PEOPLE'S TELEGRAPH GO.CONNECTI
LINES WITH THE EAST "

~~---NEW ORLEANS & OHIO TELEGRAPH

Thompson, Wiring A Continent , 140



THE NORTH CAROLINA RAILROAD

A 1849 8 North Carolina Railroad
chartered. Original route did not

A

include Chapel Hill.

1851 d First use of telegraph by

Charles Minot of Erie Railroad
train routing.

A 1856 8 NCRR completed from

A 1858 8 President Charles F. Fisher of

Goldsboro to Charlotte

NCRR signs contract with

Magnetic Telegraph Co. to build
telegraph line along NCRR tracks
ONo road of the
=Yk 0 Uultedr seTVielre silite

Charles F. Hsher, 1859.

1859 & American Telegraph
Company formed, absorbing

Mor seds Washington

Orleans Tel. Co. Stockholders

authorize NCRR to build its own

telegraph lines.

North Carolina Rail Read.

ol

JULY ,*29vru, 1856,

Change of Schedule for

Mall-Train,
On and after MONDAY the 4th Jn_y of
Augnat, 1850,

‘oms —

WEST.
Leaves Goldsboro®, at..L ... coooouit 200 A, )l
Amny at Ralelgh, at. iadabeedD
Hillshore', 42 il B0
(¢ ATy SRR e B.45
Greenshoro”, . 039
Jamestown,. < ") 62
lr'lilll(on. IJ.W .M.
Ballsbary, .. >4 . LR
Coneanrd] i i s s sdesmn) By
(hlllm(r.....'. .......... 480
777777 b JD I S
EART. -
Leave Chiarlatte, at. ...l vovvene. 5,90 P M
Arrive at Concord, at............. 0.8
$ Ralisbury, . ek gerad d ¥
L+ xlngun..“ wvsiiey 9.3
hm-smwn' veassennes B4 i
CHAADIDON0T, 2 a e v a sons 11,00
CrANEID . < - on pastuvs b & 54 L1 A M.
Hillsboro', s ades cavs vaas ‘240 .
Raleigh, ... X tiiiaee. 406
Goldshore’, 746

Connetting both wu\-u “with the (’hn?ulu- and
8cbth Carolioa Rail Read, nn| with the Wil
mington and Weldon Rail Roa
THEODORE 8. ( ARNETT,
Eng't and Superiniendent.
\ zn (1’ l“ -1.—-

Trelease, The North Carolina Railroad

, 203



THE CIVIL WAR

A 1861 8 Southern Telegraph
Company absorbs assets of
American Tel. Co. in the
Confederacy. Builds line from
Goldsboro to Raleigh along
NCRR tracks.
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ORANGE
FRANKLIN

Morrisville

GREENE

REGRR Raleigh & Gaston Railroad
WEWRR Wilmington & Weldon Railroad

ARNCRR Atlantic & North Carolina Railroad

Trelease, The North Carolina Railroad, 2



CIVIL WAR (2)

Danville

A 1862 8 NCRR lines from Raleigh to r
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
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NCRR North Carolina Railroad
CASCRR Charlotte and South Carolina Railroad
WNCRR Western North Carolina Railroad

PIEDMONT RR Piedmont Railroad

Trelease, The North Carolina Railroad, 2



THE TELEGRAPH IN THE POST -WAR
ERA

A 1865-66 8 Kemp Plummer Battle writes, 0The 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
unsettl ed r e aHsstorgof ihe UBigersitylofe ,
North Carolina , v. 1, 745.

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

A 1870 & University of North Carolina forced to close
due to lack of funding; campus deserted

A 1871 8 NCRR leased to Richmond & Danville RR

A 1875 & Cornelia Phillips Spencer receives telegram
notifying her of the passage of the bill to re -open the
T A o s e T O MarSe ' 2.0 1 S8R 5 WA, S EEINLES L S eRiC e €
fiftieth birthday. It was on that day that the news
was telegraphed to her, a few minutes after the bill
was safe. 6 Hope Summeid®ays Chamber | ai n,
in Chapel Hill , 222.



THE CASE OF THE MISSING
TELEGRAM

As 0% .h e bl Fc.a e uipsTen
on March 20th and passed without a
di vi si o joyful eWwshvas
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 i e
darkest hours and by her potent pen i :
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 Kesr P, Barres
tidings over the hills and vales for four
miles around. The tuneful bell had lost
by its slumbers none of its deep -toned

Kemp Plummer Battle

sonorousness. It seemed to rejoice to (1831-1919). From History

enter on its duties again, and to of the University of North

promise never again to cease "calling Carolina , Vol. Il

from duties done," or, "ringing for

08N, OFIT S . WG, 1% S ¥ el | Tyhae, 87 e JiF Qs O T St e ™ 50 ST

Kemp P. Battle, History of the University Cornelia Phillips Spencer
of North Carolina, Volume 2: From (1825-1908). From History
1868 to 1912, 69. of the University of North

A 2?The telegram appears to be missing. Ceralize - vell



WOMEN IN THE
TELEGRAPH OFFICE




A
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WOMEN IN THE TELEGRAPH

Women worked as telegraph
operators from the 1840s

OAny f emal e
orthography, with an inclination to
useful employment, would make a
good telegraphist, and might
readily commandé
$300 to $500, and be profitable to
her employers beyond the ordinary
male telegraphists employed under
the present
Virginia Penny, How Women can
Make Money , 1870.

anlbs troedro e FHYe aes o i
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

e a2l e B sarett e assite
Martha Rayne, What Can a Woman
Do? 1893
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WOMEN TELEGRAPH OPERATORS
IN THE UNITED STATES 1870 -1960

Year Total M Total F % of F Total M Total F % of F
(U.S)) aJS) (NC) UVC)

1870 7961 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

A 0 Atailroad 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
A OMost of the operators o
Pennsylvania road are girls. About the
hardest work we have to do is to pull the
lever back and forward which changes

thdes ol Fiegeh TS, LEOL. G e ] STy okl T R ,
Railroad Telegrapher , June 26, 1889.

A Probably 20 -25% of all telegraph operators Carrie Pearl Seid, railroad operator,
were women 8 however, it is difficult to Sunbury, Pennsylvania, 1907. From
determine exact numbers due to census Railroad Telegrapher , August 1907.
underreporting and lack of corporate
records

A Women operators were especially
common in small towns and rural depots



WHAT DID A RAILROAD
TELEGRAPHER DO?

Functioned as oOai
for the railroads in the late 19 ™ and
early 20 ™ centuries

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 800 S 0 i traigs
Handing orders - Telegraphed train
orders would be written out on paper
and "handed up" to the crews of
passing trains using an order staff
Setting signals - With the advent of
the block system, the local depot
operator would also setthe  signal
flags to notify trains of the status of
the block ahead

Handling personal messages dthe
depot operator was often the
Western Union operator as well
Stereotypical image of telegraph
operator as male

I# easi

Nodworna &8 (PF Iy- T.a..«wa, B T s '9.

University of lowa | digitallib.uiowa.cduw/telegrapher

Cover of Railroad Telegrapher Journal , January
1903



HANDING TRAIN ORDERS

A A number 31 train order
required the train to stop and
sign for the order. A number 19
train order had t
or handed up to passing trains
using an order staff. v
A 0oThen | prepared U4 ~AS

hiain dis Uspi s e il el g @
of

coming toward me with its

headlight shining in my eyes

| oomed | arger and
held the train order hoop

tightly, and only the fact that |

stood too close and the

brakeman missed the hoop

kept me from being pulled into

e Sl € He a d v Cove?,dRailbad Stofes Magazine
to stand so close and to hold October 1935

the light up so the hoop could

be seen. 6 Sue Morehead,

Railroad Magazine , 1944

—



WOMEN RAILROAD OPERATORS IN
NORTH CAROLINA

ARO TFhee Tie” TairieR  DEUSE e WaEomd cmie NSgrs o Eoip Al AL nslEm N oA elma | 2 5aep TFa

to earn a livelyhood, and they should be encouraged in
their | abors as c¢cl erks. dnséhobert I
Times, Wadesboro, NC, 1884.

A 1898-0Si ster Horton,6 agent and op
OWe find Sister Horton holding di
bot h wRailreasl Tefegrapher , August 1898, 691.

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

& W s o T Op Sk silf-e i i S Dy e Teidey |1 o 'S SRR Gek |
days. We are certainly proud to have this Sister in our
midst. At present, she is having to work late on account of
NEO s gt e o Ae gt DechpRhseRr . LN essliiipipscn 't i CLT= ] (el (g jule
Railroad Telegrapher , June 1907, 1004.

SO0 BClosmimie 'k JCh all £ 10, Phe 1 & GRS e dLoMe of g =Rt o0O0ur
two sisters, Miss Dunne and Miss Medlock, at Morgantown, L T—
N. C. are st i cG&ADurnal, oembecloq7, s e
1260.

A 1908 8 S.D. Taylor dismissed from 1 st trick position at Wilson.
Railroad Telegrapher , July 1908, 1248.

A 1913 - Miss S. D. Taylor, operator, Norfolk & Southern RR,
Sims, NC. General Secretary & Treasurer, District 147, ORT.
Railroad Telegrapher, May 1913, 960.

A 1914 & 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

Commercial telegraphers
mostly handled business
transactions, press reports,
and personal messages
The two largest companies
were Western Union and
the Postal Telegraph

A commercial office

would typically be

opened after the town
outgrew the capabilities of
the railroad depot office
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



ALICEF JOHNSTON o WESTERN
UNION OPERATOR, 1830S

1882 & Alice F. Johnston arrives in Mies Alice ¥, Johnston begs us to

Wadesboro, NC to work for Western Union. _ tendor to the citizens of Wadesboro
oWe trust she will find her new posi phepr warmest thanks and gratitude
pleasant and desireable one, and her stay for unbounded sympathy and gone-
among us to be both long and agreeable. rous remembrance in time of her
Miss J. understands her business well fi and trouble and misforwune, <
we are inclined to suspect that there will be Anson Times, Wadesboro,

more cotton telegrams sent than formerly by NC, July 26, 1883

some of our yourmgsenrTimdseal er s. 0O

July 6, 1882.

Alice F. Johnston was born in Urbana,
Maryland around 1853 -1865

Alice Johnston learned telegraphy from her
cousin, Annie North. Annie North had been
the operator in Urbana, Maryland, during the
Civil War

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

8BBLOA N idC e ], ol s it Laan oS i - haeradr @ inTgessh iouuise, < RALEr ks

in Wadesboro
Alice F. Johnston, 1889.
Photo courtesy Catherine
Birchard




