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The man who helped Alexander Graham Bell with the first long-distance telephone call
By Irene Schmidt-Adeney
Ask a teenager today and they would
probably tell you that they couldn’t
function without a cell phone. It is considered one of the most significant inventions in history.
The majority of people know that its
inventor was Alexander Graham Bell.
A good number of people might know
that Bell conceived the idea of the telephone while living in Brantford.
A lesser number of people know that
the first long-distance phone call was
made between Brantford and Paris.
And fewer people know that George
P. Dunlop, who was born in Ayr, assisted Bell with the first long-distance
phone call.
Brantford Mayor Chris Friel recognized the contribution of Dunlop in a
speech that he gave on October 24 at
the rededication of the refurbished Bell
Memorial in Brantford. The occasion
marked the exact day, 100 years ago,
that Alexander Graham Bell himself
attended the ceremony to unveil the
memorial.
Friel said that Bell bristled at the
thought of having a memorial dedicated to someone who was still very much
alive and insisted that the monument
recognize his invention, the telephone
– and not himself.
There is no record to indicate whether or not George P. Dunlop attended the
dedication on October 24, 1917 – but
historical accounts tell a story about
the important role he played on August
10, 1876 when the first long-distance
phone call was made between Brantford and Paris.
Dunlop was born in Ayr in 1861,
the youngest of five children born to
Andrew and Grace Dunlop, Scottish
immigrants. His father was a foreman
at Walter Gladstone’s shop, making
saddles and harnesses on Swan Street.
In the 1870s, the family moved to
Paris and Dunlop became a telegraph
operator.
The telegraph office in Paris shared
space with the Robert White boot and
shoe store on Grand River Street. Bell
would use this telegraph office to set up
the Paris end of his long-distance test,
renting the telegraph line that ran to
Brantford and Paris for one hour.
Dunlop would provide telegraph services for Bell. The use of a telegraph
was necessary to send messages back to
Brantford because the call would only

be in one direction, from Brantford to
Paris.
Thomas Costain wrote a vivid account of that evening in his book “The
Chord of Steel”, based on a personal interview he had with Bell in 1906:
“After hitching his horse in front of
the store to a post of an overhead porch,
the young inventor went in, his arms
filled with the special equipment he had
brought.”
“The two young men had met once before. They shook hands rather solemnly,
as befitted such an important occasion,
and Graham Bell asked the telegrapher
if he knew of the arrangements for the
evening. Dunlop knew all about them.
He nodded his head with mounting animation and said that the word was all
over town. It was early yet, but plenty
of the townspeople would be “down” to
watch the test.”
With the enthusiasm of a 16-year old,
earlier in the day Dunlop had spread
the word about Bell’s long distance experiment scheduled for that evening at
8:00 p.m.
The shop was empty when Bell and
Dunlop began setting up the telephone
equipment, but it was soon filled with
prominent citizens, including Mayor
Charles Whitlaw; Bernard Travers, a
stagecoach ticket agent; D. Allen and
D. Brown, factory owners; Donald Sinclair, a tinsmith; Thomas McCosh,
woolen mill owner; John Penman, mill
owner; and shop owner Robert White.
“One minute to eight, Mr. Dunlop,”
he said, finally.
“We’re ready.” Dunlop had seated
himself behind the corner counter with
one hand on his telegraph key. His share
in the proceedings would consist largely
of communicating back and forth with
W. H. Griffin in Brantford on a separate
wire.”
At the other end of the telephone
line, Bell’s uncle asked “Do you hear
me now?”
Dunlop was told by an excited Bell
to telegraph back the reply, “Yes, I hear
you.”
Bell then heard his father quote
Hamlet’s “To be or not to be”, and
heard a chorus of “The Maple Leaf
Forever” sung by his uncle, cousin and
Griffin.
Costain’s account said that Bell
thought the Paris residents should
have a share in the historic moment.
Dunlop was told to wire the Brantford

Watercolour of first long-distance telephone call from Brantford to Paris on August
10, 1876. From left, Mr and Mrs. Bernard Travers; D. Allen; unknown man (hidden)
D. Brown; Mayor C. Whitlaw, T. McCosh, John Penman, Alexander Graham Bell,
George P. Dunlop, and Donald Sinclair.

George P. Dunlop in 1880, wearing the flat-topped hat of a telegraph operator and with
a telegraph machine.

group, eight miles away, and ask that
they keep speaking into the telephone
so that everyone in Paris would have a
chance to hear the call for themselves.
“Too affected to speak, Bell left the
handling of the instruments to Dunlop,” said Costain. The testing continued until about 11:00 p.m.
Bell packed up his equipment and
left around midnight.
By 1887, Dunlop had moved to Toronto, married Margaret Hallett, and
continued to work as a telegraph operator. By 1921, he was a railway agent.
Dunlop passed away in February
1955 in Toronto at the age of 94.
It isn’t known whether Bell and

Dunlop ever met again.
***
The quotes in italics are taken from
The Chord of Steel (1960) by Thomas
Costain. Costain was a journalist who
worked for the Brantford Courier when
he interviewed Bell in 1906. His interview was the basis for his book The
Chord of Steel, which is considered the
most accurate of the events leading up
to the invention of the telephone.
Thank you to several people who provided research for this article – Steve
Pinkett and the Paris Museum; Linda
Layton with Ancestry.com; Lise Noel
and Bell Archives, Montreal.

A rededication of the Bell Memorial was held on October 24. From left, Mayor
Ron Eddy; Elsie Myers Martin, great-granddaughter of Bell; Gardiner Myers, greatgrandson of Bell; Jodi Allward, great-granddaughter of Walter S. Allward, who designed the memorial.

