John William McPhee, Aunt Effie, Lucille, Gracie Fields
(Uncle Charlie's cousin),
Marie, Betty and John.
Uncle Charlie, Billy,
1904 - a real telephone pioneer.  The Bell Company, first telephone company in the world, was in its infancy in 1904, having been founded by Alexander Graham Bell in 1877.

John's wife, Florence Redig, writes that she and John William moved to Grande Prairie in 1920 after their marriage in Lacombe in 1919.  Their first three children were born there, the fourth child in Lacombe and the last in Taber.

A son, William Kent of Calgary, tells that after corning to Edmonton, John William labored on telephone lines east of Edmonton where they used horses and wagons to carry construction equipment.

Like many communities of the time, Grande Prairie and Peace River each had local telephone communications but there was no line connecting the towns.  They used North Alberta Railroad Telegraph to send messages from town to town.  It was under John William, as local manager at Grande Prairie, that the first telephone line between there and Peace River was constructed.  This progressive man later became a member of the Telephone Pioneer Operators of America.  One became a pioneer by the length of time employed.

When John and his family transferred to Taber to fill

his appointment as manager in 1926, the rural systems

were a poorly managed and operated system of

"mutual" lines which were owned by the farmers who

used the line.  Shortly after, these were tied into the

A.G.T. system.

William Kent (Bill) remembers that these rurals were

often in "bad repair".  Sometimes, if the wires or poles went down in a storm, they were connected to the barbwire fencing until the farmer in charge of repairs had time to correct the damage.  He also tells how, as a boy, he helped his Dad on a trouble-shooting trip on the line between Taber and Retlaw.  It turned out that the problem was caused when some fun-loving cowboys had

killed rattle snakes and hung them up over the phone wires.  Young Bill stayed in the car while his Dad climbed a pole and shook the snakes down.  He said that he wouldn't get out of that car for anything!

He recalls that the southeast country was pretty desolate then.  A phone man could easily get lost in a winter storm, and even in the hot summers, a breakdown in his old Series 4 Model T could leave him stranded miles from anyone.  He eventually used a motorcycle to do his trouble-shooting and in later years, John William travelled in a Chevy truck.

Many readers will remember how, as little children, we watched, fascinated, while the telephone man "walked up" the poles like a mountain climber - slapping the sharp, tinkling spurs into the soft cedar of the phone pole.  He then leaned far out from the pole against the leather strap which encircled both climber and pole while he made the repairs.  For the uninitiated, these spurs were buckled onto the leg and the 2 1/2 inch sharp-pointed spurs protruded at the instep from stirrups which were fastened to the climber's foot.

When we were very young, we didn't see the shiny spurs and we thought the man was magic.  Later, we argued about whether he had "pointed things" on his feet or not.  Strange that we never thought of asking the telephone man but children in those days were to be seen and not heard.  Bill still retains his little-boy admira-

tion
for the brave dad who climbed the poles using

only
'spurs
By
1930, the depression had hit and we can assume

that
John William was one of the suddenly unpopular

telephone men who had to go from house to house removing the telephones of people who hadn't the money to pay their phone bills.

Jack McDonald and Jack McPhee in front of the telephone office in Grande Prairie, 1921.
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