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Spraggs PA — h/stor/c telephone building

SPRAGGS - There is an out-of-place, abandoned building that sits on the bank behind
Spraggs United Methodist Church in Wayne Township of Greene County, PA. With its art
deco styling and interesting colors, and standing just yards from a more recently
constructed red brick building for gathering fresh water, it begs the question: What's up
with that?

Lettering on the building dubs it People’s Telephone. The source of that moniker turned out
to be elusive, but the longtime use of the block structure did not. Wayne Township
secretary Barbara Phillips Simpson burst out laughing when asked about the building. “I
grew to hate that building growing up,” she said.

“Years ago, we were all on the party line telephone system out here (in Spraggs). I was in
middle school when the building was still being used,” she said. “"There was never anybody
working inside. It wasn't like an office.”

Instead, it served as a relay station with all of the phone lines for the customers on the
party line running into it, she said.

The party line telephone system, for the uninitiated, served several customers all on the
same line, each with a unique ring. When you heard your ring come into your residence,
you knew the call was for you. If one needed to use the phone and another party was on
the line, the etiquette was to request they relinquish the line. In most cases, people obliged,
Simpson said.

"My sisters are several years older than me, so I was sort of an only child at home when
mom was at work. My friends and I liked to talk, so I was on the phone all of the time when
she was working,” she said. "When that happened and people needed to use the phone, and
couldn’t, they would complain to the telephone company. It was the job of one man to come
out and investigate for trouble on the line.”

This phone company employee would come to the People’s Telephone building and place a
hand-held device on the lines to check for a problem, or to catch the resident tying up the
line. More often than not, Simpson said, it was she and her friends who were holding things

up.
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“The man from the phone company would find me on the line and disconnect it. He would
leave and I'd be back on it,” Simpson said. “He would wait a little while and come back to
check and catch me again. It was always me.”

She still remembers the day he took the matter to a higher authority.

“My mom was working at G.C. Murphy’s in town, and he went there to tell on me,” she said,
chuckling. “That was mean. He didn't have to do that.”

Simpson’s mother, Mildred Phillips, 88, of Spraggs, shared the same hearty laugh as she
recalled her youngest daughter and the days of the party line.

“You leave these kids by themselves ,” she said, cackling. "I wasn’t the only one to get after
the kids. I bet she didn't tell you about the big maple tree out in the back yard. We would
have them cut their own switches to smack them with. After so many times of telling them,
you get tired of telling them.”

Phillips said her children used to joke about there being no branches left within their reach.

One question remains concerning the People’s Telephone building. After several phone calls
and a search of court and historical records, no trace of a People’s Telephone company
existing in the county could be found. The residents who once shared the party line in
Spraggs didn't recall the company name, just the building itself and the man who kept after
Simpson so they could make a call.



