If you grew up in California in the 1980s, the phone on the kitchen wall carried more than voices. It carried the
weight of a monopoly just broken, the seeds of the commercial internet, and the early outlines of what would

become our entire digital economy.

Today we talk about the top 3 phone service providers, 5G coverage maps, and which smartphone operating
system is the most popular. In the 80s, the conversations were different: long-distance tariffs, party lines, rotary

phones, and how to make sure you dialed 9 for an outside line before hitting that first digit.

This is a look back from California’s vantage point, connecting Ma Bell's breakup to the world of smartphones,

VolIP business phone systems, and landlines that quietly cling to life in a fiber and 5G era.

California at the Bell System Breakup

On January 1, 1984, the Bell System divestiture formally took effect. For most Californians, it was a strange

experience. The monthly bill with the AT&T logo still arrived, but suddenly there were new names involved.

The old phone company, the one people simply called “the phone company”, was officially the American Telephone
& Telegraph Company, AT&T, part of the Bell System. It controlled local service through subsidiaries and

long-distance service directly. In California, the key subsidiary was Pacific Telephone, later Pacific Bell.

After the breakup, the Bell System was split into a long-distance company (AT&T) and seven regional “Baby Bells".
California landed in the territory of one of the largest of these: Pacific Telesis Group, which owned Pacific Bell

(PacBell) and Nevada Bell. For everyday users, that meant:

You might still see a Bell logo on the truck, but the bill now mentioned Pacific Bell for local service and AT&T for

long-distance.

You could, for the first time, choose other long-distance carriers. That opened the door for companies like MCl and
Sprint to run clever TV ads and give you calling cards, dial-around codes, and the promise of cheaper rates to Aunt
Rosa in Cleveland.

You could buy your own telephone sets instead of renting them from the phone company. Plenty of Californians

went from heavy black rotary sets to bright plastic push-button phones overnight.

In that era, when people asked “What was the name of the telephone company in the 80s?" in California, the
honest answer was a tangle: "AT&T before Phone Systems Company California divestiture, then Pacific Bell locally
and AT&T or MClI or Sprint for long distance.”

The Telephone Companies in the 1980s: Who Was Who

Nationally, the 1980s phone landscape involved three overlapping groups: the Baby Bells for local service,

long-distance carriers, and a handful of independents that had never been part of the Bell System.

In California, that translated into a cast of characters that showed up on bills and on the side of the line trucks. The
most visible were:

1. Pacific Bell, part of Pacific Telesis, handling most California local service.

2. General Telephone of California, later GTE California, serving pockets of Southern California and rural areas.

3. Long-distance carriers like AT&T Long Lines, MCl, and Sprint, who competed heavily for your interstate calls.
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Smaller independent telephone companies also operated in rural parts of the state. Names like Citizens Utilities

and Roseville Telephone felt almost local in personality, even if they were part of broader holding companies.

These were some of the "old phone companies” that older Californians still mention. If you ask “What are the past
telephone companies?” you get a list peppered with nostalgia: Pacific Bell, GTE, MCI, Sprint as a long-distance

company, and the Bell System itself.

Many of these phone companies no longer exist in their original form. GTE was absorbed into Verizon. Pacific Bell
and Nevada Bell folded into SBC, which then acquired AT&T and took its name. MCI was bought by WorldCom,
then by Verizon. Sprint merged with T-Mobile. The names faded, but their copper pairs, conduits, and

rights-of-way under California streets live on in today's networks.

Life on a California Landline

If you grew up in the 80s, a landline was not “a landline”. It was just “the phone”. It worked during power outages
because it drew a tiny amount of current from the central office battery plant. It needed no Wi-Fi and no apps.

You could dial 0 and reach an operator who actually knew the area.

A typical California household in 1985 might have:

A single corded wall phone in the kitchen and perhaps a second phone in the parents’ bedroom.

Measured or flat-rate local service from Pacific Bell, plus a voluntary long-distance plan with AT&T or a competitor.

A thick Pacific Bell phone book with residential white pages and business yellow pages, plus a separate GTE

directory if you lived in a split service area.

For those asking today, “Do landlines still work without internet?”, the answer is nuanced. The classic analog
copper landlines, often called POTS (Plain Old Telephone Service), absolutely worked without internet and without
local power. Some of those still exist, particularly in pockets of California where fiber has not fully replaced copper.
However, most phone services sold as “home phone” by cable and fiber providers now are VolP. They need local

power and an internet-like connection, even if you never sign in to a browser.

So when someone wonders, “Can | just have a landline without internet?”, the short answer in California is: from

some incumbent carriers, yes, but availability is shrinking each year, and prices are not always cheap.

Dial-up’'s Ancestors: 1970s Networks and 1990s Internet Providers

The internet did not suddenly appear on a rainy Silicon Valley afternoon. In 1973, what we now call the internet
was still ARPANET, a research network funded by the U.S. Department of Defense. ARPANET linked a handful of
universities and labs, including nodes in California. No commercial traffic, no banner ads, no celebrities arguing on

social media. Just packets routed between academic hosts.

Before AOL, consumer online services existed but felt more like closed clubs than a public square. Two of the most

prominent were:
CompusServe, which offered dial-up access to email, forums, and databases.
The Source, a smaller competitor that also provided news, email, and forums.

During the late 1980s and early 1990s, these services coexisted with early internet providers in California and
across the U.S. By the mid-90s, if you asked “What were the internet providers in the 90s?", you would hear

names like:



AOL, with its ubiquitous CDs and "You've got mail.”
EarthLink, based in California and popular with early adopters.
Prodigy, a joint venture that offered a mix of content and connectivity.

Local ISPs like Netcom, Best Internet, and small regional providers that operated racks of dial-up modems in

anonymous buildings.

These were the “old dial-up internet companies” that paved the way for broadband. They sat on top of the
telephone network. Each dial-up connection was just a temporary phone call. More than one California household
learned that lesson the hard way when a teenager spent all night on a distant BBS and the next month’s bill

showed the cost of 300 hours of toll calls.

The first website ever, created at CERN in 1991, was a simple page about the World Wide Web project itself. Few
Californians saw it at the time. But within a few years, Netscape Navigator was running on PCs from San Diego to

Redding, and dial-up numbers were fully booked.

Star Codes, Features, and the “Smart” Landline

By the late 1980s and into the 1990s, landlines started acquiring features that feel eerily like primitive apps: caller

ID, call waiting, three-way calling, and voicemail.
Many of these relied on star codes, short sequences you dialed to toggle features:

*82 on a landline typically allows you to unblock your caller ID on a per-call basis, if you have caller ID blocking
enabled by default.

*77 usually activates anonymous call rejection, screening out calls from people who have blocked their caller ID.

Not all providers support it, but where they do, it is a handy way to filter nuisance calls.

*69 is used for call return, dialing back the last number that called you when caller ID is unavailable or when you

did not write it down in time.

These codes are relics of a world where the “user interface” was a tone keypad and a paper bill. They still exist on
many copper and digital voice services in California, though younger users often discover them only when they dig

into provider support pages.

From Copper to Fiber: Will Landlines Really Vanish?

A common question from older Californians is framed bluntly: “What year will landlines be phased out?” or “Will |

lose my landline in 20277?"



There is no single magic date in the U.S. The reality is slower and more bureaucratic:

Incumbent carriers like AT&T and Verizon have been asking regulators for permission to retire copper loops in

many areas and transition customers to VolIP or fixed wireless.

Some states have relaxed “carrier of last resort” obligations, letting phone companies stop offering traditional POTS

in certain regions once an alternative is in place.

Individual central offices in California have already removed large portions of their analog switching equipment in

favor of IP-based systems.

So the risk is real, particularly in suburban and urban California. The safest way to think about it is that classic
POTS landlines are gradually disappearing territory by territory, not by a nationwide deadline. You might keep
yours well past 2027, or you might receive a letter from your phone company in the next few years offering to

migrate you to a digital replacement.
If you value a true copper-fed landline, the practical advice is to:
Ask your existing provider whether your line is still POTS or VolP.

Read mailed notices from AT&T, Frontier, or any local incumbent carefully. They may describe “network

modernization” that actually removes copper options.

Consider backup power solutions if you accept a digital voice line that needs your local electricity or a battery in
the provider's ONT.

Landlines for Seniors: Reliability, Simplicity, and Cost



California’s senior population still leans heavily on fixed phones. Adult children often ask, “What is the best landline

service for senior citizens?" or "Which is the best landline phone provider for seniors?”

Three criteria matter more than brand logos or slick bundles: reliability during power outages, simplicity of

monthly billing, and hardware that is easy to see and hear.
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In many California communities, the companies that still offer landline service or POTS-like replacements include

AT&T, Frontier, and a scattering of small independents and co-ops. Cable operators such as Spectrum, Cox, and
Comcast/Xfinity offer digital voice over their broadband networks. These are “landlines” in the sense of using

phone jacks and familiar handsets, but technically they are VolP.

If you are looking for the cheapest landline phone service without internet or wondering “Who is the cheapest
landline provider?”, you have to read the fine print. Promotional bundles often hide voice in a package with TV or
internet. Standalone voice lines, especially true POTS lines, can run more than 30 or even 40 dollars a month in

some California areas, before taxes and fees.
For seniors on fixed incomes, the most practical approach is to:
Compare at least one incumbent telco offering and one cable or fiber “digital voice” offering.

Ask explicitly whether the service will work during a power outage, and for how long, and what kind of backup

battery is available.
Check eligibility for Lifeline or other low-income telephony assistance programs in California.

Hardware matters too. The simplest landline phone for seniors is typically a large-button corded phone with an

amplified handset and a clear, bright display. These are sold under brands like AT&T (still a handset maker),



Panasonic, and Clarity. Cordless sets are convenient but rely on local power. For someone with medical issues,

keeping at least one corded phone plugged directly into the wall jack is still wise.

As for the question "How much is an AT&T landline per month for seniors?”, AT&T's published rates and discounts
change regularly and vary by service area. Rather than chase a specific number, it is better to assume a base rate
in the several-tens-of-dollars range and then contact AT&T or check their California tariff filings for senior

discounts and Lifeline eligibility.

From Ma Bell to the Big Telecoms: Who Runs the Network Now?

Fast forward from the 80s to the present, and the cast of companies has shifted dramatically. When people ask
"What are the big 5 phone companies?” or “Who is the number 1 phone company?” in the U.S,, they usually mean

wireless carriers and major broadband providers rather than legacy landline operators.
In mobile, the top 3 phone service providers are generally:

Verizon, with extensive nationwide coverage and a large share of postpaid customers.
AT&T, a close competitor with deep roots in both wireless and wireline.

T-Mobile, which absorbed Sprint and has pushed aggressively into 5G and home internet using its mobile

network.

For Californians, all three operate robust 4G and 5G networks. The “best” depends less on brand reputation and
more on coverage in your specific neighborhood and along your commute routes. Verizon often leads on rural

reach. T-Mobile can be strong in dense urban pockets. AT&T sits somewhere in between.

When someone asks “What is the alternative to Verizon?” in California, the honest answer is usually one of three:
AT&T, T-Mobile, or an MVNO (mobile virtual network operator) like Visible, Google Fi, Mint, or Consumer Cellular

that rides on one of those big networks at a lower cost.

On the wireline side, the major telecommunications companies include AT&T, Verizon (in limited wireline
territories), Comcast, Charter/Spectrum, Cox, Frontier, and Lumen (formerly CenturyLink). If you ask “What are all
the major phone companies?” today, you have to include both their wireless and internet operations, because the

old tight boundary between “phone company” and “internet provider” has blurred.

Business Phone Systems: From Key Systems to Cloud PBX

In 1985, a California business that wanted a “business phone system” typically bought or leased a key system or
PBX. A punch-down block in a back room connected dozens of copper pairs from Pacific Bell to physical ports on
on-premises equipment. Extensions were wired to multi-button desk sets with line lamps and intercom keys.

Moves, adds, and changes required a visit from a technician with a tone generator and a punch tool.

Today, most small and mid-sized businesses in California looking for the best business phone system end up on
some form of cloud or hosted PBX. The core ideas are the same: an auto-attendant, voicemail, ring groups,
conferencing. Phone Systems Company California But the execution runs over IP and uses software rather than

relay banks.

When people ask “What is a business phone system?” in modern terms, a concise definition is: the combination of
hardware, software, and network connections that manage inbound and outbound calls, voicemail, and related

features for an organization. That can be a cloud service, an on-premises IP-PBX, or a hybrid blend.
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Trade-offs still exist. Cloud systems reduce capital expenditure and simplify management but depend heavily on
the reliability of your internet connection. On-premises systems give more control and sometimes better

integration with existing analog devices, but they require IT expertise and periodic upgrades.

For many California firms, the long-term trend is clear: the phone system is becoming an app, not a box on a
closet wall.

From Handsets to Smartphones: Brands, Operating Systems, and
Security

If you lay a Western Electric Model 500 desk phone from 1980 next to a current flagship smartphone, it is not

obvious they belong to the same family of devices. Yet both are just endpoints on a network.

The 1980s were still the era of Bell-approved sets, but by the late 80s and early 90s, consumer phone brands like
AT&T, Panasonic, GE, and Uniden began appearing in households all over California. These were the ancestors of

the “top 20 phone brands” people debate today.

In the smartphone age, the ranking changes frequently, but a reasonable global list of the top 3 best phone
brands by volume and visibility includes Samsung, Apple, and a rotating third spot often taken by Xiaomi or
another large Chinese manufacturer, depending on the year. When people ask “What is the top 1 phone in the
world?”, they usually mean best-selling or most used; in recent years that often translates to an iPhone model or a

midrange Samsung Galaxy, depending on region and time frame.

As for "What are the top 10 most popular phones?”, it is a moving target, but they are almost always a mix of
midrange Android handsets and recent iPhone models. Premium flagships get the headlines, but in many markets

it is the affordable devices that dominate the installed base.

On operating systems, the answer is more stable. The most popular smartphone operating system worldwide is
Android by a substantial margin, with Apple’s iOS in second place. If you broaden the lens and ask about the “top
10 most popular operating systems” across all computing devices, you get a mix of Windows versions, macOS,
various Linux distributions, Android, and iOS. A simple way to list “the 5 operating systems” people interact with

most often would typically include Windows, macOS, Linux, Android, and iOS.

Security-conscious users sometimes ask, “Which phone is least likely to be hacked?” There is no magic bullet, but a
locked-down iPhone kept up to date and not jailbroken is generally harder for mass attackers to compromise than
an old, unpatched Android handset. Specific high-risk individuals also rely on hardened Android devices or
specialized secure phones, but those come with usability and support trade-offs.

Curiosity often extends to public figures: “What phone does Elon Musk use?” or “What phone does Donald Trump
use?” or "What phone do most billionaires use?” Public reporting suggests Musk has used iPhones and has also
mentioned Samsung devices, but he has not standardized publicly on one model, and he likely uses multiple
phones for different roles. Trump was known to use an older Samsung Android phone during the 2016 campaign,
later replaced with more locked-down devices while in office. As for “most billionaires”, they overwhelmingly use
high-end iPhones or Android flagships, but customized security setups are common for those in sensitive

positions.

Tech Giants Then and Now

In 1990, if you asked someone in California's technology circles about the “biggest tech companies”, you would

likely hear IBM, AT&T, HP, DEC, maybe Microsoft and Apple as rising stars, plus a handful of semiconductor



companies. The Bell System breakup had already reshaped telecommunications, but nobody had yet put a web

browser in front of a mainstream audience.

Today, when people refer to “the 7 big tech companies”, they usually mean the likes of Apple, Microsoft, Alphabet
(Google), Amazon, Meta, Tesla, and Nvidia or another high-profile firm, depending on the index. These companies
do not just ride on the phone network; they effectively define what many users experience as communication,

whether through messaging apps, streaming services, or social platforms.

The dark side of the internet, from California to the rest of the world, has grown in parallel: scams targeting seniors
on their VolP lines, harassment and misinformation amplified at scale, surveillance capitalism tracking clicks and
calls indirectly through apps. The old concerns about party line eavesdropping now feel quaint against a

background of data brokers and targeted malware.

What Survives from the Ma Bell Era

If you strip away the brand names and the advertising, much of the core logic from the 1980s California telephone

world is still with us.
We still care about who has the best phone system, even if that system now runs in the cloud.

We still debate what company has the cheapest landline or mobile plan, even if the “line” is virtual and the phone

is a pocket computer.
We still rely on phone numbers for authentication, two-factor codes, and emergency calls.

We still use three-digit emergencies codes, star codes like *82 and *69, and regulatory frameworks that descend in

a straight line from the Bell era.

What has changed is the density and complexity. Your 5G smartphone in Los Angeles today carries voice over IP,
tunnels data through content delivery networks, authenticates through global identity providers, and runs on
hardware assembled across several continents. Yet when you strip it back to a dial tone, it is still connecting

Californians in the same way Pacific Bell's copper pairs did in 1983.

That continuity is easy to miss when the marketing noise is loud. But if you listen carefully next time you tap a
number on your screen, you might hear a faint echo of the click of a rotary dial, turning under Ma Bell's watchful

eye, somewhere in a California kitchen.



