
What Am I?
GUESS THE MYSTERY item
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Here are some clues:

My roots can be traced  
back to the 1880s.
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Advertisers love me.
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My invention came about due  
to a medical emergency.
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I am featured prominently  
in many movies and  

television shows.
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Throughout my youth,  
I spent a lot of time  

in hotels, restaurants, and 
transportation hubs.
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Privacy is very  
important to me.
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In my earlier days,  
I enjoyed being  

enveloped in rich décor.



page 8

My earliest appearances  
were in Berlin, Germany,  

and Hartford, Connecticut.
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I currently reside on  
the Upper West Side  

of New York City.
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People say my greatest 
accomplishment is facilitating 

communication among people.



page 11

Collecting coins is  
my favorite hobby.
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The under-20 demographic  
does not know me well.
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My design has not always  
been accommodating to  
people with disabilities.
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It is impossible to  
find me in Jordan.
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My exterior is  
rugged and tough.
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I enjoy being surrounded  
by windows.
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When I am a part  
of large gatherings,  
I tend to get stuffed.
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Later in my life, I have been  
less inclined to embrace  

new technologies.
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Some people know  
me as a hotspot.
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I am nearly extinct.
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In England, I am painted red.
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Some have learned how to 
reverse my charges.
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My accordion door keeps  
others out of my space.



page 24

You typically find me  
wherever you find  

a pay phone.
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I provide a private space for 
making phone calls.
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Can you guess what I am? 

Don’t hang up— 
I am a phone booth. 
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Introduction
The phone booth is a small, enclosed 
structure housing a pay telephone. It 
provides a quiet and mostly private space 
to carry out a conversation. Also known as 
a telephone kiosk, call box, or pay phone, 
phone booths have steadily disappeared as 
cellular technology has put a mobile phone 

in everyone’s pocket. Although nearly obsolete, phone 
booths have left an indelible mark on pop culture. 
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Phone Booth Anatomy
The phone booth was originally constructed from hard 
woods like mahogany or maple with design elements such as 

ornate trim, soft lighting, and plush carpeting, 
giving it a room-like feel. Initially, they were 
installed inside hotels, restaurants, and railway 
stations rather than outside on the street. From 
the serene space of a phone booth, callers could 

enjoy relative privacy behind a heavy door shutting out the 
attendant waiting outside to collect payment.
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Phone booths typically offered users 
a bench to sit on, a printed phone 
directory, and even a pen and paper to 
scribble call notes. The booth’s windows 
allowed the users waiting in line to 
see which booths were occupied, and 
they could also estimate wait times by 
interpreting callers’ body language.
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Over the years, the phone booth has evolved to 
meet the changing needs of society. First, coin 

boxes were mounted on the 
phone, eliminating the need 
for attendants. The traditional 
wooden enclosure gave way to 
steel and eventually hard plastic 

boxes that could withstand the elements as they moved 
into exterior spaces.
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The carpeting was replaced by steel 
floor panels before it was eliminated 
altogether. The accordion doors 
that were commonplace on early 
models had to be redesigned to 
meet the needs of individuals with 
disabilities. Likewise, the height of 
the phone mounting was lowered to 
accommodate those calling from a  
car or a wheelchair.
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With the proliferation of 
pay phones in the public 
spaces of big cities, prisons, 
and transportation hubs, 
the phone booth underwent 
further design changes to 

become more resilient to vandalism and less inviting to 
those who wanted to linger beyond the minutes that a 
quarter could buy.
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Today, phone booths have 
all but disappeared as new 
telecommunication technologies 
have eliminated their need. For 
those seeking a dose of nostalgia, 

you can still experience a traditional phone booth by 
visiting museums, select restaurants and hotels, or 
online sites that celebrate their history.
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Discussion Starters
• What memories do you have of phone booths? Please 

share anecdotes about your experiences.
• What other commonplace items from the past have 

slipped into obsolescence? (Possible answers: slide 
projectors, VCRs, floppy disks, phone books, 8-track 
tapes, paper maps, etc.) From today’s vantage point, how 
would you assess their value? 
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Phone Booth History
In the late 1800s, when the telephone was first invented, 
private phone access was limited to businesses and homes of 
the wealthy who could afford to pay the costly service fees. As 
demand grew, so did the network of commercial exchanges 
operated by telephone operators, but they were often difficult 
to locate in times of greatest need. Inventor William Gray 
experienced this predicament firsthand when his wife became 
ill and he urgently needed to contact a doctor.
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Gray (pictured) requested the use of the telephone in a factory 
near his home in Hartford, Connecticut. The experience 
sparked his interest in developing public call booths from 
which everyday people could gain access to a pay telephone.
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Receiving his first patent in 1889, he 
founded the Gray Telephone Pay Station 
Company with fellow inventor George 
Long, who helped him further refine his 
designs for a coin-operated pay phone. 
Unlike the pre-paid models, theirs 
allowed users to delay payment until after 

completing a phone call. Although operators were still 
involved in connecting callers, these innovations further 
streamlined the process.
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By 1891, the Gray Telephone Pay Station Company had 
installed phone booths across the United States, reaching 
an estimated 81,000 in less than a decade. In 1905, the first 
outdoor phone booth was installed in Cincinnati, Ohio.
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Over time, phone booths became a 
very lucrative venture, as companies 
would pay top dollar to earn city 
permits to place pay phones in strategic 
locations. Advertisers capitalized on the 
promotional opportunities provided 
by phone booths, and they were soon 
adorned with colorful ads peddling 
products and services.
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This became particularly relevant 
in cities like New York where ad 
revenue far exceeded income from 
actual phone services. At its peak 
in the mid-1990s, there were 2.7 

million pay phones in the United States. Today, those 
numbers have diminished considerably to somewhere 
between 10,000 and 20,000 still in existence.
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Discussion Starter

How has the convenience of having a telephone available 
24/7 impacted your life? Please be sure to include both 
positive and negative impacts.
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Phone Booths Reimagined

Since an estimated 96 percent of the 
American population currently owns 
a mobile phone, there is little need for 
phone booths today. In fact, working 
phone booths are increasingly difficult 

to find, but some have been repurposed in interesting 
ways. Many of the phone booths that remain have been 
converted into Wi-Fi hotspots or charging stations.
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In some parts of the world, they 
function today as miniature lending 
libraries, art galleries, or coffee shops. 
Even late-night talk-show hosts have 
used them in amusing bits. In New 
York City, where a high concentration 
of the existing pay phones once resided, 
only four phone booths remain on 
Manhattan’s Upper West Side.
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The city plans to maintain these pay phones as a 
reminder of an earlier mode of communication. While 
incoming calls are not permitted, users can make free 
outgoing calls and enjoy the nostalgia of a bygone era.
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While most members of Generation Z (those born 
between 1997 and 2012) have never used a phone booth, 

employers are starting to introduce 
them into the workplace as a way 
of attracting and retaining young 
talent. Unlike the phone booths of 
old, these newer models offer no 

phone but three walls and a glass door built to provide an 
escape from the noise of the open-plan workspaces that 
have become commonplace today.
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Given the insecurity that most young people feel when 
speaking on the phone, plus their need for privacy, these 
new phone booths really fit the bill. Gen Z employees find 
them useful not only for phone calls but also for completing 
work that requires a greater level of concentration.
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Discussion Starters
• If you got your hands on an abandoned phone booth, 

what would you do with it? Describe how you would 
convert it and what use it would have in its second life.

• Why do you think Gen Z is so anxious about speaking on 
the telephone? What impact do you feel this reluctance 
will have on communication and relationships? 



page 48

A Bit of Trivia
• The first coin-operated phone booth was established in 

1889 at the Hartford Bank in Hartford, Connecticut.
• William Gray was best known for designing a chest 

protector for baseball catchers. His design improved 
on earlier models and was adopted by professional 
baseball leagues in the 1890s.



page 49

• The world’s first telephone box, dubbed 
Fernsprechkiosk, opened in 1881 at 
Potsdamer Platz in Berlin. It required 
users to purchase paper tickets for a few 
minutes of talking time. 

• Before computer hacking was a thing, enterprising 
folks figured out a way to accept collect calls at a phone 
booth, leaving the phone company on the hook for the 
reversed charges.
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• Since American and Canadian coins 
have a similar size and weight, you 
could use them interchangeably in 
North American payphones despite 
not being legal tender. 

• In 2004, Jordan was the first country in the world to 
phase out phone booths completely, as cellular phone 
use there made them obsolete.
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• Phone booth stuffing was a popular fad in 1959, 
when a group of 25 South African students achieved 
a world record by cramming themselves into a single 
phone booth.
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Can You Guess?
1. This comic hero uses a phone 

booth as a discreet dressing room in 
this eponymous series of films and 
TV shows. Can you guess the hero?
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Answer:

Superman
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Can You Guess?
2. In this sci-fi series, the  

phone booth used by police 
becomes a time machine. Can  

you guess the TV show?
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Answer:

Dr. Who



page 56

Can You Guess?
3.  In this 1980s film, these laid-back 
buddies travel back in time using a 

phone booth to bring historical figures 
to the present as part of a school history 

project. Can you guess the movie?
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Answer: 

Bill & Ted’s Excellent Adventure



page 58

Can You Guess?
4. In this movie franchise, the 

characters dial 62442 in a phone booth 
that doubles as an elevator used to enter 
a government building. Can you guess 

the movie? Hint: 62442 = MAGIC.
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Answer: 
Harry Potter and the  
Order of the Phoenix
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Can You Guess?
5. In this series, the phone booth 
is an elevator that is activated by 

entering a code on the rotary  
dial and hanging up. Can you  

guess the TV show?
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Answer:

Get Smart
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Can You Guess?
6. In this classic thriller, the protagonist 
is trapped inside a phone booth as she 

witnesses the destruction of a town  
caused by flying creatures, including  
one that smashes into the glass wall.  

Can you guess the movie?
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Answer:

The Birds
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Can You Guess?
7. In this franchise, the main 

character helps save a girl from a 
serial killer by racing from one phone 
booth to another to receive the next 

clue. Can you guess the movie? 
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Answer:

Dirty Harry
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