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When we moved to Oden, we had no utility bills except to AP and L. The reason, of course, was that we had no utilities except for electricity, though we soon added butane when the weather began to turn cold. 


Our sewer system was housed in a small wooden building behind the barn and our water came from a well on the back porch. We had no telephone service.


Now we have six--count ‘em--six telephones to serve two adult people and two cats. The cats don’t use theirs much, so in reality, we each have the use of three phones. Of course, I can’t find my cell phone most of the time, and the battery on Bill’s needs charging.


The inability to find or use our cell phones is a minimal distraction. I don’t need one to play games, take pictures, play music, get on the internet or read my email.


We also don’t have any special ring tones. I did consider downloading The Star Spangled Banner on my phone, but decided it could be embarrassing if the phone rang while we were in a restaurant and everybody stood up.


But that still leaves each of us with two phones. Do we really need that many?


There were only three telephones in Oden back in the ‘forties when we moved there. One was at the U.S. Forest ranger station. It was supplied by the federal government to keep tabs on fire conditions in the vast national forests that cover several counties in the area.


Another was in the home of one of Oden’s more affluent families, named appropriately enough Godbehere.


The third was in Taylor’s store, the  economic and social hub of the community. Even the school had no phone. The store’s phone was the one  most people used. When someone got a telephone call, it was usually important. 


These phones were large wooden box-types attached to the wall. They a hand crank that had to be turned to signal “Central” that you wanted to make a call.


If the phone rang, Clarence or Hattie would answer.  If the call was for someone in the community, they would take the message and the caller’s number if the call required a call-back. Then they would ask someone in the store to drive out and deliver the message. Sometimes it would be J.C. the postman.


All phones of that era were served by operators, usually women. Users got very familiar with their operators and often called them by name, just as they still do in the old Andy Griffin reruns (“Sarah, get me Juanita over at the diner.”) Oden’s operator, who was actually in Mt. Ida, was called Lily. 


When I was a senior in college, Oden got dial service and most people in town who wanted a telephone got one. My mother was much relieved to have a telephone in our house again as my father’s health was not good and they were afraid of fire.


The new telephone service had one major drawback; there were no private lines. They were party lines and calls were identified by a combination of long and short rings. My family’s ring was two shorts and a long.


Party lines operated on the theory that everyone would respect other people’s privacy. You only answered the phone when your particular ring combination sounded. There was even a warning notice to this effect printed inside the little pamphlet that listed all the telephone numbers. (I hesitate to call it a phone book because of its size.)


Eavesdropping was inevitable. Our number was 246; it didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out that 244 and 248 were the numbers for the other two people on our party line.


Mother knew both of the people with these numbers. One of them she did not especially like.  She suspected that the woman eavesdropped on her calls. 


One day Mother was visiting with someone and they could hear music in the background. Mother’s radio was not on and the woman she was conversing with did not own one. 


Mother said sternly: “Evelyn, if you are going to listen in, go turn that radio down!” There was a loud click and the music ceased abruptly. Next week at Home Demonstration Club meeting Evelyn didn’t speak to Mother.
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