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The doctor was an eavesdropper

Early days with the Sprague Telephone System
by Jean Williams 

On Tuesday, March 17, an 
interested audience heard 
Pauline Sprague describe 
Prince Edward C ounty’s 
Sprague Telephone 
System. Peter
Wheatley introduced 
the speaker, who is a 
descendant of the 
originator of the sys
tem. She was born and 
raised in Prince 
Edward County where 
her family has lived for 
many generations. She 
studied law at Osgoode 
Hall and was granted 
an LL.B by York Uni
versity. Much of her 
career was spent in Ot
tawa with the Federal 
Department of Justice 
from which she retired 
in late 1992 

Although the Bell 
Telephone Company 
came to Canada in 
1880 it had no interest 
in rural areas. It was 
left to James Grant 
Sprague to begin a tel
ephone system  in 
Prince Edward County in 1898 
centred at his home on Big Is
land. As a point of interest 
many doctors were the first to 
subscribe, putting phones into 
their patients’ homes.

In 1901 lines were put into 
the post office in Sophias- 
burgh and there began to be a 
real demand for telephones. 
Now Bell telephone became a 
bit upset and threatened to 
bring legal action, but didn’t 
follow through. Next to re
quest service was Amelias- 
burgh in 1904. But the ham

let wanted assurance that this 
would not interfere with the 
highway. A crew of three or 
four men would work to 
gether while a horse pulled

the poles along. Amelias- 
burgh’s first sw itchboard 
was located just west of the 
Country Store.

Once more Bell was upset.
In 1905 the Laurier govern

ment decided to look into the 
whole telephone system. By 
this time Sprague was the 
largest rural telephone sys
tem in Canada, with 30 miles 
of trunk lines.

It was suggested the gov
ernment take over long dis
tance lines with a fair tariff 
per mile. For one thing, it

was obvious that farm ers 
needed cheap telephone serv
ice. At this time it cost 15 
cents to call from Sophias- 
burgh to Picton. Finally Bell 

allowed local com
panies to hook up to 
its system.

In 1908 a te l
ephone directory 
was published in the 
form of a poster 
with a list of 
Sophiasburgh sub
scribers on one side 
and Ameliasburgh 
on the other. Hillier 
was next on board in 
1909 and soon the 
office on Big Island 
had to hire a te l
ephone girl.

In 1910 the On
tario governm ent 
was going to regu
late telephone serv
ice but didn’t know 
how many systems 
there were. Q ues
tionnaires were sent 
out but response 
was meagre. In 1911 
Bell connected rural 

subscribers but Ameliasburgh 
stayed with Sprague.

The next year a directory 
appeared in booklet form in
tegrating Ameliasburgh and 
Sophias-burgh.

In the latter part of her pres
entation Pauline Sprague de
scribed the actual operation 
of the system. There were 18 
ring codes with 18 people on 
a line. Eavesdropping, of 
course, became a problem, 
including a doctor who 
would break in to give his 
opinion.

In 1917 the governm ent 
made it an offence to listen in. 
However, on election nights 
the operator would give one 
long ring and give the latest re
sults.

Using an overhead the 
speaker showed photographs 
of two operators in 1920: 
M ildred W annam aker and 
Merle Sprague. There was 
also a photograph of Grant 
Sprague seated by a switch 
board. Included in the picture 
was a Murphy bed where the 
night operator would sleep and 
a chair so her boyfriend could 
sit for a visit.

In 1952 Grant Sprague died 
and in 1954 the system was 
sold to Bell. With conversion 
to dial in that year many of the 
small systems were forced to 
sell. The rural service filled a 
real purpose during the early 
years of telephone.

The speaker was thanked by 
Bobbi Geneja.

Architectural 
Conservancy of 

Ontario
Quinte Region Branch

Walking Tour of Northeast 
Coleman Ward Belleville
Sunday, April 19, 1998 

2 p.m.

Meet on the parking lot of the
Ontario Business College on
the northeast corner of Moira 

and Pinnacle Streets.
Refreshments will be served 

after the tour.

Call 868-7576 for more 
information.

The telephone opera to r o f 18 3 0  wore th is  cum
bersome apparatus which weighed over six pounds.

From Vanishing Canada, 
by Rick Butler, Clarke, Irwin and Co. Ltd. 1980
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County news in
brief by Gerry Boyce

• How was it that The Tweed News picked 
up a story of the North American award to 
Campbell Monument Company and Peter 
LeBaron for its remarkable memorial (com
memorating Belleville area railroads, rail
road workers and their families) before The 
Intelligencer and other local media?
• Were any of our readers acquainted with 
the late Arthur Young who lived at 4 Pine 
Street (Belleville) and was Plant Manager 
at Stewart Warner? The Society has received 
a collection of photographs relating to his 
family and we are looking for information. 
Call me at 968-5023.
• The disbanding Trenton Arts Council has 
donated some $7,000 to the Trent Port His
torical Society so that the interior of the town 
hall’s 28 windows can be trimmed and deco
rated; a generous gesture.
• The Stirling area lost “one of its finest char
acters” (to quote Community Press editor 
Alan Coxwell) with the death of Maurice Bell 
on March 10. Not only did he train and con
duct numerous bands over the decades, but 
Continued on page 3.

The evolution of the telephone

P ssst. P ass it along.
That’s right, when you’ve finished with this issue of The Outlook, pass it on to 
a friend and encourage him/her to become a member of The Hastings County 

Society. Membership does indeed have its privileges. Please com
plete this form and bring it with your payment to the Society’s next general 

meeting, or send it by mail to the
Hastings County Historical Society, P.O. Box 1418, Belleville, Ontario

K8N 5J1.

Name
Address
City Postal Code

MEMBERSHIP CATEGORIES:
Individual $15.00 Life Member $150.00
Family $20.00 Corporate Sponsor $50.00
Senior/Student $10.00 Women’s Institute/
Senior Family $15.00 Organization $15.00

I also enclose a donation of $ _____ toward the work of the Society.
The Hastings County Historical Society is a Registered Charity. Official receipts for Income Tax purposes will be

forwarded to you with your membership card.
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Ghosts, Places of Worship and 
Streetscapes - I’ve just finished 
a busy and exciting five-month 
activity—supervising a Job 
Creation Partnership program 
for Heritage Belleville. For

merly known as the Architec
tural Conservation Advisory 
Committee, this city council 
committee was provided with a 
staff of three researchers by 
Human Resources Development 
Canada. The goal was to pro
mote local heritage. Last month 
I wrote about the successful 
Heritage Week activities the 
group was involved in. Now I’d 
like to tell you more about the 
program

Research group members were 
Peter Kellett of Trenton, Angela 
Rowan of Frankford and Reg 
Stacey of Frankford. (Mr. 
Stacey replaced John Bessin of 
Belleville who left the program 
for another position in Early De
cember.) Each brought specific 
skills. Peter was very knowl
edgeable about area heritage ac
tivities, genealogy and research. 
Angela demonstrated excellent 
research, writing, computer and 
organizational skills.. And Reg,

who graduated in the midst of 
our program with a BA in Fine 
Arts from the University of 
Guelph, created a series of 
eight display panels to accom
pany the tours the group devel

oped.
Illustrated tours were de

signed and printed for several 
Belleville (including Thurlow 
Ward) topics: 1. buildings and 
properties designated under 
the Ontario Heritage Act; 2. 
places of worship, especially 
those built before 1960; 3. the 
area around City Hall; 4. the 
waterfront area (for boaters ar
riving at the Belleville har
bour); 5. a self-guided tour of 
City Hall including changes to 
the building in the winter of 
1997-1998; 6. and Ghost Sto
ries and Unusual Happenings.

The ghost pamphlet created 
the most interest among the re
searchers. They talked to resi
dents who had seen UFOs in 
Thurlow Ward and the Eliza
beth Crescent area of 
Belleville, to owners who be
lieve their house is haunted by 
a good Irish ghost, and to citi
zens who had seen unusual

happenings. Printed sources 
revealed other building such as 
Glanmore and the Moodie 
cottage whose ghostly tales 
date back many, many years.

The streetscapes of the new 
city of Belleville were 
videotaped in their entirety— 
both sides. While Peter or Reg 
drove the several hundred kilo
metres, Angela videotaped 
every building that is visible 
from either side of every street.

The tapes will be used by Her
itage Belleville and city staff 
to view streetscapes without 
the necessity of always trav
elling to the site. They will be 
a way of comparing future 
streetscapes with those of 
1998.

Do you believe in signs? 
Heritage researchers found 
that you cannot believe every

street sign you see. For exam
ple, is it Dunnett Boulevard or 
Dunnet Boulevard in west-end 
Belleville? There are six sign
posts and they are equally di
vided between the two spellings. 
And there’s a signpost at the 
corner of West Moira Street and 
Pepper Avenue where i t ’s 
spelled Moiria.

Going to the dogs - The re
searchers can point out the 
homes in Belleville (especially 
the rural areas) where dogs be
lieve their masters’ properties 
include all of the road in front 
of and near the homes.

Gone but not forgotten - Our 
researchers included a number 
of Foster Ward’s heritage build
ings in a draft of the Waterfront 
Tour pamphlet. Prior to printing 
Lois Foster pointed out that one 
of the featured buildings had 
been demolished some time ago. 
Oops. Thanks to devoted re
searcher Lois for her help in re
viewing several of the draft tour 
pamphlets.

When will it end? - The mem
bers of Heritage Belleville ap
pointed for the term beginning 
December 1, 1994, expected 
their tour of duty to end Novem
ber 30, 1997.

However, because of the amal
gamation of Belleville and 
Thurlow, the term was extended 
to December 31. Then it was ex
tended to March 31, 1998; then 
to April 30 and now to May 31.

Some members are wondering 
if the term will ever end or if 
they are fated to be “forever 
members.” Council has guaran
teed the term will end and that 
positions on the 1998-2000 Her
itage Belleville committee will 
be advertised. Belleville resi
dents or owners with an inter
est in heritage should consider 
applying.

County News wrap-up
Continued from page 2.
for over 33 years he worked at the bustling train station in 
Stirling. In The Heritage Years - A History o f Stirling and 
District, Maurice wrote: “With the coming of the automobile, 
bus and airplane an era has passed for small towns that will 
never return; and no longer will we hear the haunting sound 
of the steam whistle in the night.” The Society’s sympathy is 
extended to the family.
• Sympathy is also extended to the family and friends of Marjorie 
Adams. A resident of the Quinte Living Centre for many years, 
Marjorie attended our meetings and was a student in my Lo
cal History class and other classes at the Centre.



National Historic Site
257 Bridge Street East, Belleville, Ontario K8N1P4  
________________ (613) 962-2329________________

list oricJ
Archives Awareness Day
Monday, April 6,1998, is Archives 

Awareness Day sponsored by the Archives 
Association of Ontario. These are members 
committed to the acquisition, preservation 
and availability of archival records.
The purpose of archives is “the 

preservation and use of documentary 
materials in order to safeguard the archival 
heritage of Ontario and ensure the 
protection of documentary evidence of 
lasting value to Ontario’s citizens.”

B) Shining the  ̂
spotlights on ou r 

volunteers
Ontario Volunteer Service Awards 

which will be made on 
Monday, April 13, sees the beginning 

of Volunteer Week so Glanmore 
would like to recognize that the 

following volunteers will be receiving 
the Ontario Volunteer Service 

Awards for their dedication to the 
museum over the years.

The recipients are:
Janet Clare..............................20 years
Lillian Holowick...................... 10 years
Muriel Edwards...................... 10 years
Winsome Lewis....................... 5 years
Ron Buskard........................... 5 years
Mary-Lou Lyons..................... 5 years
Thank you to all the volunteers here 
at the museum; we could not survive 

without you.
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Two Weeks 
in May Program
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* Lawrence Kells, 93, a life mem
ber of HCHS since 1986 and a 
member several years before 
that, passed away March 9, 
1998. Mr. Kells became princi
pal of King George School in 
1929 and began his tenure as 

| Belleville's superintendent of 
schools in 1942. He retired from 

I  that position in 1970. Mr. Kells 
I  was active in several service 

clubs and was a member of St, 
Thomas Anglican Church.
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