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Telegraph Services Fade Into History, Survive in Just Four Cities

z Since Li Hongzhang set up
the General Telegraph Office in

@ 1880, the telegraph

has been in China for 145
years. From the 1950s to the 1980s, the tele-

Tianjin in

graph was the most critical communication
between people and the outside world. In its
heyday, the 300 employees of the Hangzhou
telegraph office were required to send tele-
grams around the clock to domestic and for-
eign countries. The Beijing Telegraph Build-
100,000

news, weather, notices of illnesses, and good

ing handles telegrams daily, with
news about graduation, being transmitted rap-
idly to distant places in a combination of
"ticks" and "clacks".

On March 19th of this year, China Tele-
com Company Limited Hangzhou Branch re-
leased a telegraph business exit announce-
ment, saying that the company's existing tele-
graph network equipment has exceeded the
design life, unable to send and receive tele-
grams, the relevant business will be officially
withdrawn from the market on May Ist. Ac-
cording to the Hangzhou Daily, during the fi-
nal day of telegraph operations, Hangzhou re-
ceived 5,846
amount in the 1980s.

After

tions, only one city in the country, Beijing,

telegrams, equivalent to the

Hangzhou ceased telegraph opera-

retained  telegraph  transmission, collection
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and distribution, while three other cities, Shiji-
azhuang, Jinan and Guangzhou, retained tele-
graph collection and distribution. This consti-
tutes the only surviving "fossilized" slice of
the dense telegraph network that was once
in place in the last century.

After

Wang, aged 28, checked the addresses and con-

handwriting seven telegrams, Mr.
tents of the telegrams at the telegram window
of Beijing Unicom's Xidan office while asking
staff when his friends and relatives in Hangzhou
would receive the telegrams, took photos of
them and sent them. After learning that Beijing
would be the only city that could send tele-
grams, he organized the recipient's address in
advance, carefully edited the content of the tele-
gram, and also studied the history of telegrams
to understand how people contacted each other
in the old days, "I did not go through that era,
I don't know why but whenever I think of it,
my heart is always inexplicably sad."

Jia, a student from Shandong, rode his
bike 9 kilometers from his school to the tele-
graph window specifically to send a tele-
gram, only to be told he couldn't transmit it
to his friend in his hometown. Undeterred
by this rejection, he devised an "indirect ap-
proach" to solve the problem. He chose to
first send the telegram to himself and then
forward it via express delivery. "It's a bit

more hassle, but there's always a way. This

telegram holds special commemorative mean-
ing, so I'll do whatever it takes to get it to
my friend," he said.

"Do you send telegrams here?" "What is
The

number of people who came to ask ques-

the procedure for sending telegrams?"

tions was so high that sometimes they even
had to wait in line. The staff patiently deliv-
ered the telegraph bill, explaining the specifi-
cations for filling out and charging standards.
Each Chinese character charges 0.14 yuan
(RMB, the same below); for numbers, punctu-
ation and other characters, every five charac-
ters also charges 0.14 yuan; the recipient's
name, address, and contact information are
also counted as part of the standard billing.

A staff member at the telegraph window
showed reporter a thick stack of telegram forms
and remarked frankly: "Currently, we handle
up to 200 telegrams per day at most. This situa-
tion is unprecedented in my career and likely
won't be surpassed in the future." The staff
member explained that previously, the monthly
volume of telegrams was negligible. Faced with
the sudden surge in telegram requests, the deliv-
ery process might be extended: "It will take at
least 15 days or so."

A staff with 12 years of experience at Beijing
Unicom's Xidan office said that the process of
sending telegrams to customers has not changed
However,

for decades. regarding technology
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and process, the telegraph business is not what
it used to be.

In the 1980s, a standard telegram usually in-
volved the sender picking up a piece of paper
at the telegraph window of the post office, draft-
ing the message to be sent, and attaching the re-
cipient's name, address and other contact de-
tails. The telegraph operator will compile the
message into corresponding numbers or letters
according to the prevailing standard code and
back-end The

back-end transmitter then sends the message in

pass it to the transmitter.
Morse code based on the corresponding num-
bers and letters. The recipient of the telegram
then reverses the above procedure, translates
the message into text, and then delivers the tele-
gram to the recipient using delivery.

"Today's telegraph operators no longer con-
vert customers' messages into corresponding
numbers or letters using Morse code for trans-
mission. Instead, they send the text to the tele-
graph office for packaging, after which the tele-
grams are delivered to recipients via postal or
SF  Express courier services," explained the
clerk. "In the past, telegraph masters possessed
exceptional skills—skilled operators could memo-
rize thousands of code characters. But these abil-
ities are no longer needed for sending telegrams

"
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