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‘Phone dis rup tio n 2 (Part 11)’

EM9005b: Struck Dumb by the Incre dib le: 1-800-NOTHING
By JAMES BARRO N

In an age of inst ant co mmu nication, when
entire enc ycl opedias of infor mation are
transmitt e d ov er telephone lin es in min utes
and busin esses cou nt on getting throu gh to
far-flu ng offic es in secon ds, the los s of tele-
phon e se rvi ce is unt hinkable.

Ye s terday, Ame rica thoug ht about it. For
a few hou rs in mid a fter noon, mil lio ns of peo -
ple did what they alw ays do – they dia led
a 1, an are a code and a number. And then,
nothing. Or a mys ter iou s busy sig n a l. Or a
re co r ding sayi ng, "All circuit s are busy".

Su ddenly, the heat was off in tel phone boi-
le r rooms. Operato rs were standing by at
toll-fre e 800 numbers. Fast-talk ing cle rks in
re n tal-car res ervation cent e rs had no one to
quot e pric es of subco mpact s , co mpact s and
full-sized model s to. Infor mation -ret rieval
se rvi ces had huge pileups of infor mation
wa iting to be dis s eminated . Ho m e sh oppers
who want e d to let their fing ers do the walk-
ing cou ldn’t. Long-dist anc e roma n cers were
bl ock ed from babbling their swe et not hings,
but cou ld scr ibble them in lov e le tters sealed
with a kiss. Telem arket e rs, who nev er called
a custome r they didn’t like, cou ld only sit
and wait.

Be cau se calling in was a problem , so was
che cking in. "I can tel l you this is the mos t
se rious thing I’v e se en in ter ms of phone -
se rvi ce problems in the 18 years I’v e been in
the busin ess," said Rober t Sa lmon, an exe cu-
tive of Holi day Inns of Salt Lake City, wit h

300 operato rs.

On the theor y that roomles sness is worse
than phonele ssn ess, Holi day Inns tried to re-
route its East Coa st calls, whi c h no rma l ly go
to a res ervation s cent e r in Nor th Caroli na.
Some of the calls went to Mr. Salmon’s opera -
tion, and othe rs to a sim ilar cent e r in Chi c ago.

Calling out was no easie r. Mr. Salmon
said he was unable to reach the company’s
Memphis hea dqu arters.

"Sometimes you get throu gh and some-
times you don’t," said Lin d a Daroci, the
chief operato r at the Airport Mar rio tt Hot el
near Los Ang eles Int e rnation a l Airport.

Some trave l ag ents complaine d that they
we re getting now here, even thoug h they di-
aled air lin e re ser vation numbers ove r and
ov er. The airli nes realized something was
wrong when the phones sto pped ringi ng.
An Ame rican Air lin es spoke swoman, Mar y
O’Nei ll, said the number of calls coming in
dropped by two -thir ds.

At Britis h Airways , a cle rk, Mike Julia no,
said things became unus u ally quiet bet ween
2 and 4 P.M. in the res ervation s cent e r in
Queens. "At a cer tain poi nt in the after noon,"
he said, "we didn’t get as many calls as we
woul d have gotten nor mally".

The sou nd of no phones’ ringi ng cau sed
so m e wo rry about red ink. A branch man-
ag er for Dia l Amer ica Marke ting in Omaha,
Davi d Haller, tol d The A.P. that if the phone
proble m wa s not rep aired qui ckly, his mag a-
zi ne-subs criptio n co mpany wou ld los e a min i-

mu m of $20,000,"and that’s con ser vative."

Entrepre neurs were not the only ones wit h
phon e hea daches. The only big domestic
sto ry on "The CBS Eve n ing News" last nig ht
wa s abou t how mil lio ns of long-dist anc e cal-
le rs who use the Ame rican Telephone and
Te leg raph Company cou ld not get throu gh.
The only problem wit h cove ring the big
sto ry was the story its elf. Produ c e rs at the
CBS Broadca st Cent e r in Manhatt an cou ld
not get throu gh to news bure aus. Donna
Dees, a CBS News spoke swoman, said the
netwo rk sol ved the problem by switching its
vo ice -co mmu nication lin es to ITT.

Comp u t e rized infor mation -ret rieval ser vi-
ces, whi c h can sum mon items like 10-ye ar-
ol d newsp aper cli ppi ngs or 10-day-old cou rt
de cisio ns, kep t on ret rievi ng infor mation.
Bu t the Lex is and Nex is ser vic es coul d not
send out the mat e ria l fr om their headquar-
ters in Day ton, Ohio.

A custome r-ser vic e repre sent ative, Nicky
Fost e r, said 377 prin ters aroun d the cou ntr y
that were conne cted to telephone lin es were
dea d fo r an hour. The delay stret che d on for
so long that for get ful newsp aper repor ters
tr ying to ret rieve sto rie s they wrote mon ths
ag o fo rgo t what they were trying to ret rieve.

"Unfor tun ately when it’s A.T.&T. , we’r e at
thei r me rc y", said Lin d a Gibbons , Ms. Fos-
ter’s bos s. "Certain things are bey ond our
cont rol ."
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