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The Anglo-Portuguese Telephone Company 

By Andrew Shepherd1 

Introduction 

The article looks at the role of the Anglo-Portuguese Telephone Company (APT) in providing telephone 

services in Lisbon and Porto between 1887 and 1967, becoming known locally as the Companhia dos 

Telefones. The APT eventually succeeded in providing an efficient service to the two cities, although it 

faced many difficulties along the way, particularly during the second and third decades of the 1900s, which 

was a period of high inflation and considerable labour unrest, and also during World War II. Subscribers 

often complained of bad or non-existent connections, bad customer service, and high charges. Management-

employee relations were sometimes poor, with a major employee complaint being that female telephone 

operators were not permitted to marry. There were critical interventions in Parliament about the company, 

although these declined under the Estado Novo. With the contract ending in 1967, the equity of APT was 

transferred to the Portuguese State. 

The first phones in Portugal 

The telephone was patented by Alexander Graham Bell in 1876 and perfected by Thomas Edison. In 

December 1877, King D. Luís I was present for one of the first telephone connections in Portugal, between 

the Meteorological Observatory of the Polytechnic School of Lisbon and the Astronomical Observatory of 

Tapada da Ajuda. According to reports of the time, the monarch was amazed that he could recognize the 

individual voices of the engineers on the other end of the line.2 Telephone networks expanded rapidly 

throughout the world and, soon, most large cities had their own telephone exchanges. In 1884, Bell's 

company opened the first long-distance telephone line, between Boston and New York. 

Initial tenders launched by the Portuguese government for the operation of a 

telephone service in Lisbon and Porto had to be withdrawn due to lack of 

interest. This was probably because the conditions imposed on the winning 

company were far too onerous when compared with the relatively small profits 

to be made. The Government was expecting to receive 5% of the gross profits.3 

At the second attempt there was only one proposal, resulting in the award 

going to Edison Gower-Bell Telephone Co. of Europe. Under the terms, the 

State would receive 7.125% of the company’s net revenue.4 Edison was 

managed from Britain by its chairman, George Edouard Gouraud (pictured), 

and represented in Portugal by Henry Samuel Samuel. Gouraud was an 

interesting character. The son of a French engineer who went to the United 

States in 1839 to introduce the daguerreotype photographic technology, 

 
1 Several sources have been consulted in preparing this paper. The author would like to acknowledge, in particular, the work of 

Maria Fernanda Rollo, professor at NOVA University, Lisbon, and the detailed Doctoral thesis of João Carlos Pinto Moreira dos 

Santos for the University Institute of Lisbon, entitled As primeiras manifestações de relações públicas empresariais no Portugal 

do início do século XX (1910-1948): Modelos de comunicação no caso The Anglo-Portuguese Telephone Co. Ltd. Comments on 

an early draft of this paper by Nina Taylor and Mark Crathorne were much appreciated. 
2 Diário de Notícias, 17 December 1877 
3 Rollo, Maria Fernanda, 2010a. A introdução do telefone em Portugal – I. Da Edison Gower Bell Telephone à The 

Anglo Portuguese Telephone Company (APT) (1). https://www.ordemengenheiros.pt/pt/centro-de-informacao/dossiers/historias-

da-engenharia/a-introducao-do-telefone-em-portugal-i/ 
4 Anon. The Anglo-Portuguese Telephone Company Ltd. https://historiasdahistoria.blogs.sapo.pt/the-anglo-portuguese-telephone-

company-1937 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Daguerrotype
https://www.ordemengenheiros.pt/pt/centro-de-informacao/dossiers/historias-da-engenharia/a-introducao-do-telefone-em-portugal-i/
https://www.ordemengenheiros.pt/pt/centro-de-informacao/dossiers/historias-da-engenharia/a-introducao-do-telefone-em-portugal-i/
https://historiasdahistoria.blogs.sapo.pt/the-anglo-portuguese-telephone-company-1937
https://historiasdahistoria.blogs.sapo.pt/the-anglo-portuguese-telephone-company-1937
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Gouraud Jr. fought for the United States Army during the Civil War (1861–1865), and received the Medal 

of Honor. He then moved to London as a representative of Edison, promoting the new “phonograph” as 

well as Edison’s telegraph system.5  

The contract between Edison and the Government was signed in January 1882. This arrangement authorised 

the exclusive operation by Edison of a telephone service in Lisbon and Porto for 20 years and allowed the 

Portuguese State to implement a service in the rest of the country. Services began in Lisbon in April 1882 

and in Porto in July of that year and King D. Luís I was one of the first subscribers.6 The first directories 

were also published in 1882. The following year saw the first public call booths in Lisbon: Porto had to 

wait until 1885.  

The Anglo-Portuguese Telephone Company 

In 1887, Edison Gower-Bell decided to transfer the concession for £50,000 to The Anglo-Portuguese 

Telephone Company (APT), given the perceived need to create a specific telephone company for Portugal. 

At the same time, the 1882 contract with the Government was changed, with the percentage to be paid to 

the State now stipulated as 3% of the gross revenue of the company. APT had two boards of directors, one 

based in London and the other operating in Lisbon, the latter comprising Afonso de Serpa Leitão Freire 

Pimentel, 1st Count of Gouveia; the Count of Lumiares; the historian and journalist, José Barbosa Collen; 

and the businessmen Eduardo Ferreira Pinto Basto and Jorge O'Neill.7   

Rapidly becoming known as the Companhia dos Telefones, APT ran the telephone networks of Lisbon and 

Porto and later expanded to the areas surrounding the two cities. It encountered a few initial difficulties, 

including the fact that Lisbon City Council demanded payment for using its roads to install telephone wires. 

However, APT renewed its contract with the Government in 1901 and, again, in 1928, when the 

arrangements were extended until 1967.8 British-owned, the Company operated with British technology 

and British management. In 1967, the concession ended, and the equity of APT was purchased by the 

Portuguese State, creating the public company, Telefones de Lisboa e Porto (TLP), which, after various 

iterations, became MEO, which is now owned by the French telecommunications multinational, Altice.9 

 

An early exchange 

 
5 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/George_Edward_Gouraud 
6 Santos, João Carlos Pinto Moreira dos, 2018.  As primeiras manifestações de relações públicas empresariais no Portugal do 

início do século XX (1910-1948): Modelos de comunicação no caso The Anglo-Portuguese Telephone Co. Ltd. 
https://repositorio.iscte-iul.pt/handle/10071/16599 
7 Shepherd, Andrew, 2020. The O’Neills of Portugal. British Historical Society, 2020. Newsletter 9. 

https://www.bhsportugal.org/uploads/fotos_artigos/files/ONeills_in_Portugal2.pdf 
8 Anon, op cit 
9 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Meo_(telecommunication_company) 
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Two manual phones from around 1930 

During the first half of 1891, the Companhia dos Telephones managed to set up 64 lines in the city of 

Lisbon and completed lines following the Santa Justa-Intendente-Anjos, Santa Justa-Madalena, and Santa 

Justa-Praça da Figueira routes, with the Santa Justa-Cais do Sodré and Bairro-Estrela sections being under 

construction. In Porto, during the same period, Leça and Matosinhos suburban stations were opened.10 

Despite these achievements, the company was plagued by a shortage of equipment, which was blamed on 

failings by the London side of its operations. 

By 1901, APT had installed 1,576 phones in Lisbon and 1,007 in Porto. In 1904 a connection between 

Lisbon and Porto was installed. By the time World War I broke out, APT had around 8000 subscribers.11,12,13 

These were not enormous numbers for over more than a decade of operation, although the high charges did 

limit the number of subscribers. 

Wartime difficulties 

Due to the growth of Lisbon northwards, a new exchange was added at Rua Andrade Corvo, to add to the 

original one at Rua da Conceição. This meant that some calls were routed between the two exchanges, 

which required the technicians to carefully plan the network. It also meant that some subscribers to the 

north of Lisbon benefitted, because APT’s agreement with the Government required fees to be based on 

the distance to the nearest exchange. In 1915, the company faced its first major supply problems, mainly 

due to the war. As a result of the difficulty in acquiring desk phones, headphones, cord and cable, connecting 

new subscribers was delayed. APT was taking more than two and a half months to fulfil orders, with a 

contributory factor being the drafting of some of its staff into the military. By 1920 the waiting list had 

reached 3,000 subscribers and APT was not accepting new contracts unless it could be sure it would have 

the necessary equipment.14 These waiting lists proved very unpopular, as was a move by APT to charge 

customers who damaged its phones in their houses or businesses.15 

 
10 Anon, op cit 
11 Rollo, Maria Fernanda, 2010b. A introdução do telefone em Portugal – II. Da Edison Gower Bell Telephone à The Anglo 

Portuguese Telephone Company (APT) (II). https://www.ordemengenheiros.pt/pt/centro-de-informacao/dossiers/historias-da-

engenharia/a-introducao-do-telefone-em-portugal-ii/ 
12 Oliveira Marques, A. H. and Maria Fernanda Rollo, 1991. Os Meios de Circulação e de Distribuição, Portugal da Monarquia 

para a República (Edited by A. H. de Oliveira Marques). In Nova História de Portugal, vol. XI, Edited by Joel Serrão and A. H. 

de Oliveira Marques, Editorial Presença 
13 ibid  
14 Rollo 2010b, op cit 
15 Santos, op cit 

https://www.ordemengenheiros.pt/pt/centro-de-informacao/dossiers/historias-da-engenharia/a-introducao-do-telefone-em-portugal-ii/
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The APT Headquarters at Rua da Trindade, Lisbon                  Exchange on Travessa do Pinheiro, Lisbon 

                      (photo: Nina Taylor)                                                               (photo: Mark Crathorne) 

After World War I 

In January 1921, the owner of the Teatro da Trindade in Chiado, Lisbon sold it to the APT. The theatre had 

been opened in 1867, with the Duke of Palmela being among the shareholders, and most of Lisbon’s popular 

actors and actresses had performed there. When it was originally constructed there were two components, 

a theatre, which survives today, and a separate hall where events such as the first Portuguese presentation 

of Edison’s phonograph took place. The APT completely demolished the hall and installed its offices there 

and a few months later an auction was held of items from the theatre, including chairs, other furniture, and 

props. The idea that the Teatro da Trindade would come to an end caused an outcry among the theatre-

going public. Knowing that APT would need only the space of the hall and annexes, a theatre impresario, 

José Loureiro, bought the theatre for £10,000, and set about remodelling it.16 APT opened a new exchange 

in 1925 in its part, with the latest technology, which partly resolved complaints about service quality.17 

The post-war period was one of rapid inflation in Portugal. The Government approved six increases in the 

tariff charged by APT between 1918 and 1923, resulting in an increase of 500% in 1921 over the 1914 

tariff, although the increase in 1923 for commercial businesses was 1,900%. Such increases, which were 

justified by the company as being a result of the devaluation of the escudo against the pound, the 

modernisation of services and salary increases for workers, caused popular discontent and criticism by 

newspapers, who referred to the telephone as “a high-price privilege”.18 One significant grievance was that 

APT was employing British managers, who occupied all the senior positions and were inevitably more 

expensive than Portuguese ones. However, as a result of the new investments, and with Godfrey Pope, from 

a family with long Portuguese connections, serving as General Manager between 1920 and 1939,19 the 

company brought about an improvement in its services and the number of subscribers in Lisbon had 

increased to 14,800 by 1926. In 1926, telephone telegrams were introduced and phones were also installed 

 
16 D’Eça Leal, Joana. Teatro da Trindade. Camões Institute. http://cvc.instituto-camoes.pt/teatro-em-portugal-espacos/teatro-da-

trindade-dp1.html#.X5_exIigKUm 
17 Rollo 2010b, op cit 
18 Santos, op cit 
19 Rankin, Carol. Canon, Communications and Cork. An account of the Pope Family in Portugal. British Historical Society 
Annual Report No. 25, 1998. https://www.bhsportugal.org/library/articles/canon-communications-and-cork-an-account-of-the-

pope-family-in-portugal 
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in ships while they were in port in Lisbon. In 1928, the first international telephone connection was made, 

to Madrid, followed shortly after by a connection to England.20 

Interestingly, another British company, Marconi, had started operating an international telephone service 

in Portugal a year before, when it founded the Companhia Portuguesa Rádio Marconi (CPRM) after 

winning a concession from the Portuguese Government in 1922 to operate wireless telegraph throughout 

the Portuguese colonies. Marconi remained the main shareholder until 1966 – when the majority of the 

company passed to the Portuguese State. In 1995, CPRM was integrated into Portugal Telecom (PT).21 

A particular difficulty faced by APT was that the company’s labour and other costs were rising almost 

daily, but its tariff was based on a fixed annual rate per subscriber, which was losing value as the year 

progressed. In 1924, after five years of negotiations, APT was able to persuade the Portuguese Government 

to agree to the use of the call-charge system to replace the fixed-rate system, but this was cancelled 17 days 

later, after intense media controversy. Following the 28 May 1926 coup d'état that initiated the Ditadura 

Nacional, the predecessor of the Estado Novo, the company renegotiated its contract in 1927, agreeing a 

40-year extension and introducing tariffs per call, but only for new subscribers. The two different charge 

systems continued to co-exist until 1937, when all subscribers were converted to a metered system – which 

again led to considerable opposition as customers who had been on annual contracts did not trust the 

accuracy of the meters.22  

Criticisms and supervision 

In the beginning, the phones were connected to a manual exchange with an operator. Subscribers had to 

turn a handle which generated a call to the operator, and the operators then “connected” the users’ lines to 

the intended recipients.23 Those who had travelled out of Portugal returned in the 1920s to point out in 

newspaper articles that many other European countries had direct dialling, while APT still required all calls 

to go through the operator. In 1922, O Mundo stated that “calling is worse than having scabies, smallpox, 

and hives. It is despair driven to madness”. An article in O Jornal in 1919 described some of the operational 

issues that aroused customers' discontent. These included telephone malfunctions, the long time they had 

to wait for repairs, the long wait for operators to make connections, and the frequent interruptions to calls, 

as well as the waiting lists. In 1923, Correio da Manhã published a comparison of the service in Lisbon 

with that just across the Spanish border in Badajoz, where “installation is fast and free, which is not the 

case in Lisbon, where you sometimes wait months and pay a large amount”. In the same year, a subscriber 

won a court case after refusing to pay APT for the days on which his phone was not working. Earlier, in 

1919, a company succeeded in winning damages for APT’s failure to provide a service. Sometimes delays 

in fixing problems were so long that businesses took to announcing in the press when their phones had 

finally been reconnected.24 

Between 1914 and 1923, APT received an average of approximately 50,000 complaints a year.25 There 

were several demands in Parliament for the company to be transferred to the State, as politicians argued 

that APT was getting favourable treatment from the Government, while providing a poor service. It was 

probably such parliamentary pressure that led the Government to consider the establishment of a country-

wide state telephone network in November 1919, as reported by Diário de Notícias. However, this was not 

 
20 ibid 
21 https://pt.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marconi_Comunica%C3%A7%C3%B5es_Internacionais 
22 ibid 
23 Dias, Henrique, 2014. Vamos conhecer a história do telephone. https://kids.pplware.sapo.pt/curiosidades/telefone-uma-

biografia/ 
24 Santos, op cit 
25 About 3 complaints per customer per year 
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followed up. Two years later, Deputado Navarro talked in Parliament about “the extremely irregular and 

scandalous service” while Deputado Osório referred to the APT as “a true leech of the national economy”. 

In November 1924, Deputado Costa, reacting to an increase in prices, stated that “if the Company cannot 

afford the costs, then what it has to do is leave the field”. In July, the same deputado argued that “the 

Company does not respect the contracts it has with subscribers” while another deputado asked “why does 

the State not take care of the Company and put it in order?”26 Most of the complaints were made by only a 

few deputados, who may have been voicing their individual grievances. Nevertheless, it is clear that, in 

addition to problems related to ageing equipment and rising costs, APT did not excel at public relations.27 

The Administração Geral dos Correios, Telégrafos e Telefones (AGCTT) was the body responsible for 

supervising APT. Relations were not always harmonious. At one stage it accused APT of wanting to take 

over the whole network in the country, not just being satisfied with Lisbon and Porto. In 1936, under 

pressure from AGCTT, which was reflecting the interventions by politicians, APT was legally obliged to 

install meters for subscribers to check charges levied, although there were subsequent complaints that this 

was not widely carried out. In 1942, taking advantage of the strike in APT, some directors of AGCTT 

argued for the nationalisation of the Company. In 1948, AGCTT strongly opposed a request for a tariff 

increase, with negotiations dragging on until June 1950. This forced Sir Alexander Roger,28 the UK 

Chairman of APT, to request the intervention of the Portuguese leader, António Salazar.  

Labour relations 

The period following the dawn of the Republic was marked by labour unrest throughout Portugal. As early 

as November 1910, a strike was declared by APT workers, who demanded better wages and less hours of 

work. Further strikes followed in 1911, 1912, and 1918 – the year when APT employees formed a union –

1920, and 1924. APT experienced difficulties in retaining staff: in 1919, 50% of the staff had been with the 

company for less than a year. Inevitably this affected the quality of the service provided. In addition to 

strikes, there were acts of sabotage, beginning in January 1918 when workers cut several cables and thus 

prevented communications. On another occasion, masked men with pistols entered the two Lisbon 

exchanges and stole two small machines that were essential for the system’s operation. In 1920, bomb 

attacks were made on the homes of two APT directors Robert Frazer and F. Frick. Porto was not immune, 

and in 1924 the Porto exchange was also subject to sabotage. At about the same time, an APT employee 

entered the Lisbon office with a revolver. According to the company, sabotage took place even when no 

strikes were in progress. Such acts were not just motivated by what were perceived to be low wages, as the 

staff were also vociferous about the conditions of their work and received a lot of support from the media.29 

The end of the First Republic and the emergence of the Estado Novo made life more difficult for the union. 

Unions and strikes were banned at the end of 1933. Indeed, only one strike took place during the Estado 

Novo, in 1942, which resulted in the Government formally requisitioning employees of utility companies 

into the military and threatening APT employees with being accused of desertion if they did not return to 

work. Employees also faced technological changes, which reduced the demand for staff. APT later made 

some efforts to improve labour relations by providing company medical services. In 1938 it ran an anti-

tuberculosis campaign among its workers. Staff training had been instituted in 1910, with a school for 

telephone operators, and APT set up a Training Section for all employees in 1927. A Pension Fund was 

established in 1934. Perhaps the most egregious example of APT’s bad relations with its employees 

 
26 Santos, op cit 
27 ibid 
28 Sir Alexander Roger was also Chairman of British Insulated Callender’s Cables, Vice-President of the Midland Bank and 
Vice-President of the Anglo-Portuguese Society. His second son was Bunny Roger, a well-known couturier and socialite 
29 Santos, op cit 
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stemmed from a contract that female telephone operators were required to sign, stating that “in case of 

contracting marriage [the operator] will undertake to immediately leave the service of the Company”. This 

rule was introduced in the 1920s although widespread opposition to it did not begin until 1939, when the 

operators received considerable public support. This put enormous pressure on APT, particularly as many 

of the supporters were company customers and important politicians and business people who had easy 

access to the press. As a consequence, APT revoked the measure in October 1940, and the first marriages 

were held that same year.30  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Improvements to the service 

The number of residential subscribers quadrupled between 1920 and 1935 and commercial subscribers more 

than doubled. Automation of telephone networks began with the inauguration of the Trindade Automatic 

Exchange in 1930 but full automation was not completed in Lisbon and Porto until the 1950s. With waiting 

lists being a thing of the past, APT found that it needed to attract customers rather than put them on a 

waiting list and it began to advertise its services. The company also found it necessary to use advertising to 

instruct the public in how to use automatic phones. It also instituted a campaign to persuade subscribers 

that the call meters were accurate, as complaints about the meters continued well into the Estado Novo era. 

 
30 A similar rule of chastity was applied to nurses. While no more defensible, that rule was at least easier to understand as nursing 

was a profession originally dominated by nuns. 

…. and two later adverts 

Two early adverts ……. 
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For example, one deputado complained that “the Company does not allow the subscriber to inspect its 

consumption by an accountant or call recorder, forcing you to arbitrarily pay the amounts imposed by it”, 

and he demanded that the company “set up a call meter or recorder at the subscriber's home.” Later, the 

same deputado was to talk of the “plundering suffered by the public”.31  

Although Portugal was neutral during World War II, further automation, and the expansion of the number 

of subscribers, was inevitably constrained by the dislocation that the War caused. This led to the emergence 

of new waiting lists from 1941 onwards. However, after the War, and despite continued waiting lists – 

which reached 15,000 in 1948 – there was a rapid expansion in the number of subscribers as a result of the 

urban development of Lisbon. Between 1945 and 1953 alone, APT attracted around 6,000 new subscribers 

per year, installing its 100,000th telephone in 1950.32  The company later expanded along the Costa do Sol 

(see illustrations below). 

On December 31, 1967, the Anglo-Portuguese Telephone Company ended its activity in Portugal, following 

a Government decision to transfer the concession to the Portuguese State at the end of the existing contract. 

It was replaced by the public company Telefones de Lisboa e Porto (TLP). In 1994, companies providing 

services to the rest of the country, Teledifusora de Portugal (TDP) and Telecom Portugal (TP), were merged 

with TLP to create a national telecommunications company called Portugal Telecom (PT). 

 

——  ooOOoo  —— 
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31 Santos, op cit 
32 ibid 

The original APT exchange building in Estoril, on the Marginal road 

(photo: Mark Crathorne) 

 


