
Almon Brown Strowger 

Inventor of the Automatic Dial Telephone 

 

Almon Brown Strowger was born in Penfield, NY, on Oct. 

19, 1839, into a large family. When Mrs. Strowger gave her 

sons a task to do, they spent more time trying to make a 

machine to do the job, than doing the job itself.  

As a young man, Mr. Strowger served in the Civil War. After 

the war he taught school in Penfield, NY and in several other 

states. While living in Kansas, Mr. Strowger took up the 

profession of undertaking. He was working at this profession, 

in Kansas City, Missouri, when he saw the need for an 

automatic dialing system. Almon felt that the local operator 

sometimes misdirected his phone calls, which caused him to 

lose business.  

Mr. Strowger’s first model was made of a collar box, pencil, 

and straight pins. He introduced magnets and other 

mechanical parts to perfect this model, and applied for his first 

patent, which was granted on March 10, 1891.  

He had to convince people that his automatic dialing system would improve communications. 

Events were taking place in the city of LaPorte, Indiana that made it an ideal spot to try his system. 

In 1890, the Bell Company brought a patent infringement suit against all the subscribers. The 

judge who heard this case ordered that all the phones be burned. Strowger and his associates sold 

their idea to LaPorte. The following quotation was taken from an engraved invitation to the 

demonstration of the system:  

“Under a franchise granted July 18,1892, by the city of LaPorte to the Strowger Automatic Telephone 

Exchange, a system has been completed under its patents and is now in operation. This invitation is issued 

for the purpose of convincing by a practical demonstration to the electrical experts and to the scientific 

world, that through this system a degree of perfection has been reached that will be of great commercial 

value and enhance many fold the uses of the telephone. We will demonstrate that this system entirely 

obviates the many annoyances to which subscribers are at present subjected, besides being much more 

economical than the system now in use.” (Telephony, Oct.15, 1949)  

The demonstration was a success and was well praised in the media.  

“In many ways this man’s invention was more remarkable than that of the immortal Bell. The idea of 

transmitting speech over wires was an old one when Bell was experimenting with the “harmonic 

telegraph”. A fortunate incident set Bell on the right track. By contrast, this man was a pioneer in 



uncharted seas. He set his mind to a task and devised a mechanism that had no predecessors.” 

(Telephony, Oct.15, 1949)  

Mr. Strowger continued to improve his system until his health began to fail. In 1896 he moved to 

Florida, where he died on May 26, 1902. On Oct.19, 1949, representatives of the telephone 

industry came together to commemorate the man who had done so much to improve telephone 

communications. They place a plaque at his gravesite that reads:  

“Here rests the remains of Almon Brown Strowger, 1839-1902, inventor and pioneer, whose dreams of better 

telephone service inspired him to invent in 1889, the first practical automatic telephone system. This plaque 

placed here in his honor, on the 110th anniversary of his birth, by grateful members of the telephone industry, 

October 19, 1949.” (Automatic Electric Company, Biography of Almon Brown Strowger)  

The step-by-step switch invented by A.B. Strowger was used in the telephone industry around 

the world, for over 100 years. Only in recent years has it been replaced by digital systems. 


