
BLAST FROM THE PAST
A reminiscence of Brandon’s 
Thomas Answering Service.  It 
was the precursor to answering 
machines and voice mail.
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WELCOME THE REVEREND
Rev. Sara Rossigg was installed 
as the settled pastor at the Bran-
don Congregational Church on 
May 21. 
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BEWARE THE BEAR

MEMORIAL DAY

NEW OWNERS AT  
GOURMET PROVENCE

Bears are prowling the area look-
ing for food. Vermont Fish & 
Wildlife has some advice. 
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The annual parade and flower 
ceremony took place on Mon-
day.
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Matt and Carrie Lewis take own-
ership of the beloved bakery on 
June 5. Read about their plans.
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A tragic weekend on Brandon’s roads
BY STEVEN JUPITER

BRANDON—Memorial Day 
weekend is the unofficial start 
of summer, marking the begin-
ning of barbecue-and-beach 
season. But this year’s holiday 
was marred by tragedy in Bran-
don. Two separate motor-vehi-
cle accidents claimed two lives.

Around 8 p.m. on Friday, May 
26, a logging truck and a pickup 
collided on Route 7, near Lov-
ers Lane. Both vehicles left the 
pavement and ended up down 
an embankment on the west side 
of the roadway, with the logging 
truck on top of the pickup. The 
collision caused overhead elec-
trical wires to snap and fall onto 
the vehicles.

The driver of the logging 
truck was able to escape his 

vehicle, but the driver of the 
pickup was trapped. By the time 
power was cut to the fallen lines 
and first responders were able to 
get to the driver, she had already 
died. Police have not released 
the names of either driver. Bran-
don PD did confirm, however, 
that the deceased was not a resi-
dent of the Brandon area. 

Just two days later, on Sun-
day, May 28, around 8:30 p.m., 
a motorcycle crashed on Union 
Street, just north of Twin Oaks 
Road. The driver had lost con-
trol of the motorcycle and went 
off the road. He did not survive. 
Brandon PD has not released 
the name of the deceased.

Police have not released any 
details as to the precise cause of 

A COLLISION BETWEEN a logging truck and a pickup resulted in 
a fatality on Route 7 in Brandon on Friday, May 26. Neither the 
cause of the accident nor the identities of the drivers have been 
released. � Photo by Robert Aitchison(See Brandon roads, Page 7)

BY STEVEN JUPITER
FORESTDALE—Eric Mallory has probably 

fixed your car. After 30+ years in business, he’s 
had his head under the hood of nearly every car 
from Salisbury to Pittsford. But earlier this year 
he had to put his tools aside for a while because 
of health issues that required intensive treatment. 
Just this past week, though, he threw open the 
bays of his garage at Mallory’s Automotive in 
Forestdale and welcomed back his clients.

“I had pancreatic cysts. Not cancer, but it can 
lead to it,” he said at his shop. “I was hospital-
ized twice. The doctors thought they might have 
to take out half my pancreas, but they ended up 
not needing to. I have to take enzymes now to 
digest my food.” 

It’s been a rough stretch lately. On top of his 
own health problems, he lost his father earlier 

Eric Mallory reopens 
after health issues

Eric Mallory stands in the bay of Mallory’s Automotive in For-
estdale, open again after some health issues forced him to 
close shop for several months.� Photo by Steven Jupiter

(See Mallory's Auto, Page 9)

Memorial Day in Brandon
BRANDON REMEMBERED ITS fallen soldiers with its traditional parade 
of first responders, flower girls, school band, and boy scouts. Perfect 
weather and patriotism drew large crowds to pay respects to those who 
gave their lives in service to their country. � Photo by Steven Jupiter



Page 2 — The Reporter, May 31, 2023

BY GEORGE FJELD
BRANDON-Before cell phones, 

before pagers, and even before 
push-button phones, there was the 
rotary-dial phone. In 1961, this was 
the modern marvel of engineer-
ing. They allowed one to directly 
dial another telephone without 

going through the operator. Be-
fore that invention, to make a call, 
you would “ring” the operator by 
cranking the handle. The rotary dial 
phone eliminated the need for a lo-
cal operator, who, in Brandon, was 
located on the second floor over the 
present River Pub. However, new 

technology created a new problem 
for the fire department: how to get 
the word out about a fire. Fortu-
nately, Fire Chief Dan Trombley 
convinced his friend Joan Thomas 
to start an answering service.

From 1961 to New Year’s Eve of 
1997, Joan and Bob Thomas were 

the Thomas Answering Service. 
This was the era before beepers 
and cell phones. After hours, if you 
called the doctor, dentist, or veteri-
narian, you got Joan or Bob. If you 
called the fire department, police, 
or ambulance, you got Joan or Bob. 
If you called the bank, insurance 
agent, or hairdresser, you got Joan 
or Bob. If you called in the middle 
of the night, during the lunch or 
dinner hour, or on the weekend, 
you got Joan or Bob. How they did 
this is nothing short of amazing.

With up to 31 phones arranged 
on doors upon sawhorses, Joan 
and Bob’s bedroom was a sea of 
rotary dials. The phones had a spe-
cial switch to turn off the ringer 
when the business was open. Joan 
insisted that businesses buy their 
phones so she did not need to bear 
the expense of a switchboard. Day 
and night, weekends and holidays, 
the phones were answered. When 
multiple phones rang at once, Joan 
would just touch the phones to see 
which was ringing. Rare was a full 
night's sleep, even after a long hard 
day. While callers were generally 
very nice, Joan was a saint. In an 
emergency, she would talk to the 

fire, police, and concerned citizens 
with the same calm, even voice. 
One fellow called every weekend, 
early at 2 or 3 am after drinking. 
Joan said, “He just needed some-
one to talk to. After it continued, 
finally I had to say no.” After a late-
night police call, Joan would make 
donuts and coffee for the officers 
out on the call.

Joan answered the calls about 
house fires, auto and other acci-
dents, and was the coordinating 
center. She manned the radio for 
the fire, police, and rescue. There 
were 2 large antennas on top of 
their house, as well as a genera-
tor to ensure they could always 
be available. She had the book of 
license plate numbers and car own-
ers issued by the state police. Joan 
got the calls about late-night fights 
at the local bar, LaDuke’s. She an-
swered the police phone for folks 
on probation reporting in. Joan got 
a call from Seeley Hall saying “I 
didn’t do it! And neither did Tony 
(his brother).” Joan received this 
call before a crime was reported! 
As the Rescue Squad coordinator, 
sometimes she would send a squad 
member to the scene and another to 
get the rig (the ambulance).

With no beepers, Joan would 
have to track down her customers 
to deliver messages. I was a pri-
mary-care physician in this town 
and she could track me down any-
where! Joan would call my house 
and if I wasn’t there, she knew 
to call the hardware store, lum-
ber yard, gift shop, or restaurant, 
to track me down. As I wandered 
through town before I got to a 
telephone, people would wave me 
down saying “Joan is looking for 
you!”

Bob didn’t start out as a partner 
in the business but it ended up as 
a critical part of their life together. 
Each day, as he returned home 
from his work as a builder, dinner 
would be ready or there would be 
a can of spaghetti on the counter 
indicating Joan had had a bad day 
and wouldn’t be making supper 

that night. In addition to answering 
the phones, Bob Thomas was in-
tegral in establishing the Brandon 
Rescue Squad, which was necessi-
tated when Frank Miller, the funer-
al director, closed his ambulance 
service. Bob and Dudley Berry 
made sure every house in town 
was numbered in case the state po-
lice had to respond to a 911 call at a 
residence on a rural road.

This is how the Thomases lived 
their life: “The phone could ring at 
any moment.”. The television was 
in the bedroom so Joan could an-
swer the phone without missing the 
program they were watching. Joan, 
Bob, and the 2 kids, Linda and 
Robbie, piled onto the bed. Bob 
built a porch on the north side of 
the house, just off the bedroom, so 
Joan could have some time outside 
while still listening for the phones 
to ring. They had an intercom so 
the phones could be heard in the 
kitchen as well as the basement 
laundry room. It was good for the 
dog as he was never alone. Joan 
took Wednesdays off with Lil Wet-
more or Mimi Brown filling in. 
They also filled in on occasional 
weekends so the Thomases could 
attend an event. Joan and Bob 
hosted a Christmas party every 
year at their house so they could at-
tend. For this, Joan would make 6 
gallons of eggnog! And they would 
run out! “It was probably best that 
we did it at that time of night!” says 
Joan. When daughter Linda got 
sick at Otter Valley, a taxi came to 
get her as mom couldn’t leave the 
phones. There were few vacations, 
only 2 in Linda Balch’s memory 
as a child. One to Massena, NY, 
where they watched the boats go 
through the locks on the canal, 
and the other to the Smithsonian in 
Washington, D.C.

The Thomases have lived a 
long life. Bob and Joan were both 
brought up in Brandon and were 
married in 1955. They’re still here, 
living in the house Bob built back 
in 1955! 
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JOAN AND BOB Thomas man the 30-odd phones they kept in their home for the answering service 
they operated in Brandon from 1961 to 1997.  Before the days of answering machines and cell 
phones, services such as this were the only way to get through to people who weren’t around to 
take a call.� Photos provided

PLENTY OF FOLKS alive today can recall when rotary phones 
were standard equipment, before push-buttons and then cell 
phones made them obsolete.

The Thomas Answering Service of Brandon
Blast from the past




