Telephone Lines: Copper to Glass
by John Millen

The construction of the Optic Fibre
communications system currently in progress on
the Island calls me to write about the system it
(almost) replaces. The copper wire telephone
system arrived on Denman in 1908 thanks to a
Federal Government funded program that
provided telephone links for rural areas via the
existing Railway communication systems.

Each area was given two lines. Two for Denman
and two for Hornby Island via underwater cables
to Buckley Bay and connected to the Government
Telegraph Office at Union Bay. This enabled
sending telegrams to anywhere in the world and,
eventually calling Courtenay — long distance for a
25c charge. The terminal of one line was in the
‘Downtown’ area initially at Piercy’s farmhouse,
later at the General Store and the other was at the
East end of Denman Road.

In 1912 the first Denman ‘party-line’ was built
connecting the Ormiston’s place (now Elkhaven)
via two Piercy residences to the newly arrived Dr.
Meadows’ place near downtown. This line could
not be ‘patched into’ the Government line but
messages could be passed on.

Soon discussion started about providing party-line
service to the houses of many other interested
farmers. However World War 1 interrupted this
work and it wasn’t until 1919 that the extended
system started operating, able to accommodate up
to 30 subscribers. This system was entirely built
and owned locally. Each of the 30 subscribers
could call any of the others by ringing (cranking
the handle) the long and short code of that
subscriber. (E.G. Ned McFarlane’s call number in
the early 1950s was Long Short, William

Millard’s was Long Long Long Short). Any or
even all subscribers could be on the line together.
The ‘Emergency’ call was one very long ring,
when all would pick-up to learn of the emergency,
e.g. ‘Jack’s barn is on fire’ or ‘Jill’s horse has
fallen into a well’.

In 1927 a switch was installed at each of the
Government phones that enabled the operator to
connect the party line to Union Bay Exchange and
on to Courtenay. Making this connection required
an operator at each of the two Government
Phones, a task assigned to the manager of the
General Store (Jim Kirk 1950 — 1960) and, for 30
years, to Winnifred Isbister (1930 -1960) at the
other terminal. Yes, Winnie was the author of My
Ain Folk — Denman Island 1875-1975 published
in 1976.

Wall mounted telephone: standard equipment on
Denman Island until 1962 when it became
necessary to have a dial phone. Note the crank
handle on the right to signal the ‘Exchange’ or
others on the party-line. Photo is of the phone in
the Denman Island Museum. Cost $25 in 1921.
For comparison the 1921 Easter Friday edition of
the Daily Colonist, Victoria, contained
advertisements for ‘Special Dinner, Easter Sunday
at the Empress Hotel: $2.50’ and ‘Men’s
Florsheim Shoes usually $22 Easter Sale $14.80.



By 1961 the demand for additional phones and
the outdated technology led to the end of the
locally owned system on Denman. It was sold to
B.C. Tel for $1 and the Association that had

owned and operated it for 42 years was wound up.

It had been the only telephone company in BC
known to be owned and operated by its
subscribers.

B.C. Tel installed a small exchange on Denman
Island (adjacent to the Activity Centre) and
subscribers, paying a monthly fee switched to
dialing telephones with free calling within the
Comox Valley. Party lines of several customers
still existed in the 1970s costing less per month
than a private line.

By the 1990s subscribers were switching to
‘touch tone’ dialing, and in the late 1990s one
could ‘dial-up’ for internet service.

Now about that ‘almost’ replacement of copper
wire: Our land-line phones connected by copper
wire run without electric power at our end of the
circuit. It seems to me that a glass fibre system
will need power at the user’s end to generate or
receive a signal. During an outage of BC Hydro’s
power supply the glass fibre system will not work
without back-up power at each end of its circuit.



