Western Electric 555 PBX switchboard was a manual private branch exchange (PBX) system manufactured by Western Electric in the early
to mid-20th century. Designed for medium to large businesses and institutions, the 555 represented a mature stage in the development of cord-
based manual telephone switching prior to the widespread adoption of automated and dial PBX systems.

Description

The 555 PBX was most commonly a single-position cord-and-plug manual switchboard, operated by
trained attendants who completed calls by inserting cords into jacks associated with internal extensions
and/or external trunk lines. A side-by-side second switchboard could be adapted by using a dual-pulley
cord arrangement to allow the cords to reach across cabinets. This would double the capacity of stations
and trunk lines. This arrangement would still be called a non-multiple switchboard because each station
and trunk would only appear once across the two switchboards.[2] Incoming calls were indicated to
operators by visual and audible signals, after which connections were established using paired cords and : ) , ,
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operator keys. This method of operation was consistent with Bell System manual switching practices used Mass USA 1960s-1980s. photo: Wil
in both private branch exchanges and central offices during the period. The 555 measures 30" wide, by 48" 50,0004
high, and 30" deep from the front of keyshelf to the back of the cabinet. It weighs about 300-400 pounds
fully equipped (12-14 trunk circuits, 15-17 cord circuits, and 60-120 station positions).[3!
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The Western Electric 555 employed a modular design, allowing installations to be scaled according to the number Museum - Walth a:]

of subscriber lines and trunks required. Line circuits, trunk circuits, cord circuits, and supervisory signaling |\ assachusetts
equipment were arranged in standardized panels or frames, typically mounted within the cabinet of the swithcboard.

Supervisory lamps provided visual indications of line seizure, call completion, and disconnect, enabling operators to

manage multiple simultaneous calls efficiently.[41[3]

Technical design

There were a range of similar common-battery models in the 555 family (551-A, 556A ("Old Betsy"), 557A&B and 550 models), Leich Ls5, GTE 555,
and other manufacturers copied the design with mostly interchangeable components.!516]

Applications

The 555 PBX was widely deployed in hotels, hospitals, factories, universities, answering services, municipal emergency (PSAP) call
centers, and large office buildings, where centralized operator services and extensive internal calling were required. Many installations
supported operator-handled features such as conference calls, night service, and private tie lines connecting adjacent buildings or remote facilities.
These features made manual PBXs such as the 555 well suited for organizations with complex communications needs in the pre-dial era.[317]



Operation

Operation of the 555 PBX depended entirely on human operators, whose responsibilities extended beyond call completion to include directory
assistance, message taking, emergency call handling, and call prioritization. In many institutional settings, switchboard operators also functioned
as receptionists or points of contact for security and emergency services. As a result, the quality of service provided by a 555 installation was closely
tied to operator training and staffing levels.[41[2] [81[9]

Decline and legacy

Beginning in the mid-20th century, manual PBX systems such as the 555 were gradually replaced by dial-based and automatic PBXs,
including step-by-step and later crossbar systems, which reduced labor costs and improved scalability. Although many 555 installations were
removed during modernization programs in the 1950s and 1960s, some remained in service for decades due to their mechanical robustness and
adaptability.[10] [11]

Today, the Western Electric 555 PBX is primarily of interest to telecommunications historians, collectors, and museums, where surviving
examples illustrate the engineering standards and operational practices of the Bell System manual switching era. The system is regarded as a
representative example of late manual PBX technology and a transitional form between early operator-based telephony and fully automated private
exchange systems.[12113] [14] [15]
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