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During the year 1911, paving contractors worked furiously to 
finish the street project. Brown’s crews steadily disconnected 
overhead wires and threaded cables into the new finished conduit 
system.  As soon as the wires were safely underground, wooden  
poles in the downtown were removed. 
 
Car telephones are taken for granted today but in 1911 they were 
big news items.  A car phone was first exhibited in Abilene on 
April 6, 1911.  Mr. Fegan of the Junction City Independent System 
was in town to show the new device.  Going by the trademark 
“wayside phone,” the little telephone could easily be carried into 
the car.  If the auto suffered a breakdown or ran out of gasoline, or 
if the driver merely wanted to visit with folks in town, all the 
necessary equipment was right on hand.  A collapsible bamboo 
pole was use to hook the wire onto the line; of course, the driver 
had to be careful to avoid power lines.  If all went well, calls could 
go through quickly, costing the motorist only $3.00 [$66.66 today] 
per year. 
 
Brown’s telephone system, now eleven years old, had reached 
undreamed-of proportions.  Twenty-five operators helped 
customers with the lines of three Independent telephone 
companies, all under Brown’s leadership.  Even though his empire 
serviced thousands of phones, Brown was constantly searching for 
ways to improve.  Later in life, C.L. Brown viewed his next step as 
one of his most important.  Hard work and business sense had 
created what he already had:  “united management for public 
utilities” would help him hold on and grow even more.  
 

Courtesy of Dickinson County Heritage Center 
 

*Mark L. Beveridge was Curator of the Museum of Independent Telephony, 
Abilene, Kansas, 1973-76.  Today, he serves as Museum Registrar of the Harry 
S. Truman Library, Independence, Missouri. 


