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INDUSTRY ANALYSIS

This is the story of how a mom-
and-pop telephone company in 
Louisiana, founded some 30 years 

after AT&T was incorporated, grew big 
enough to merge with a gigantic tele-
phone company that didn’t even exist 
when the AT&T divestiture case was 
filed – and what this all means for you.

Since the beginning of the telecom-
munications business, there has always 
been a very large number of very small 
companies – the so-called “independent” 
telephone companies. These companies 
were so small (hundreds of subscribers 
instead of the tens of millions that the big 
companies had) and so nonoffensive (no 
insider trading charges, no antitrust vio-
lations) that they flew largely under the 
radar. Though these companies had to 
meet obligations imposed by state public 
utility commissions and, often, answer to 
local governing bodies, for the most part 
they were left alone. Even the Modified 
Final Judgment, the 1982 court order 
that broke up AT&T, said nothing about 
independent telephone companies. 

But some of these independent com-
panies are ambitious – and one of the 
most ambitious is CenturyLink, a com-
pany based in Monroe, La., that has just 
merged with Qwest.

CenturyLink’s beginnings are so 
homespun that if a movie had been 
made about the origins of the com-
pany, the part of CenturyLink’s founder 
would surely have been played by Jimmy 
Stewart. In 1921, a man named William 
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Clarke Williams, a former manager of 
the Ozon Telephone Company in west-
ern Texas, accepted a job in the payroll 
department of Southern Bell in Monroe, 
La. Shortly thereafter, Williams married 
a woman named Marie Hill, a former 
teacher and operator for the Mertzon 
Telephone Company in Mertzon, Texas.

In 1930, Mr. and Mrs. Williams 
purchased the Oak Ridge Telephone 
Company, which was located near Mon-
roe, La., and served all of 75 customers. 
The Williamses’ front parlor became the 
company headquarters. Marie Williams, 
assisted by two young girls, switched 
calls around the clock except between 
the hours of 10 a.m. and 3 p.m. on Sun-
day, when the customers were at church 
and Sunday supper. Each month, Marie 
Williams wrote out the customers’ bills 
by hand, and the Williamses’ eight-year-

old son, Clarke, delivered the bills on  
his bike. 

In 1946, Clarke Williams came home 
from serving in World War II and mar-
ried Mary Kathryn Lee. His parents gave 
the Oak Ridge Telephone Company to 
the young couple as a wedding gift.

For the next 50 years, Clarke Wil-
liams led the company on an acquisi-
tions spree so extensive that by 2009 the 
company, now known as CenturyLink, 
had operations in 33 states and was the 
largest independent telephone company 
in the country and the fourth-largest (by 
access lines) telecommunications pro-
vider in the country. Then the economy 
tanked, credit dried up, and Century-  
Link’s executives retreated to their 
boardroom to ponder their next move.

And what a move it turned out to be: 
the acquisition of Qwest, a multibillion-  
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The breakup of the old AT&T created 
opportunities for new competitors, which are now 

reassembling what was broken apart in 1984.
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dollar company that had acquired, 
among other things, U S West, a re-
gional Bell operating company.  

As more and more customers turn to 
the Internet as their main form of com-
munication, wireline companies such 
as CenturyLink and Qwest find them-
selves in an industry sector where the 
competition is heating up. By joining 
forces, wireline companies save money, 
gain clout and reduce their operating 
costs. The merger of CenturyLink and 
Qwest, a transaction valued at $25 bil-
lion, promises to be one of the biggest 
examples of the benefits of consolida-
tion. The two companies have estimated 
that they will eventually save $625 mil-
lion in yearly costs. 

CenturyLink and Qwest are by no 
means the only couple at this dance: 
AT&T just announced a deal, valued at 
$39 billion, to acquire T-Mobile, a trans-
action so enormous that it has the poten-
tial to reshape the telecommunications 
industry. 

So what does all this mean to you? 
The answer, of course, depends on who 
the “you” is:

• If you’re a customer, you might ben-
efit from the oft-touted economies 
of scale that result from a consolida-
tion; in other words, you might actu-
ally see lower prices.  

• If you’re a broadband consultant, 
economic development professional, 
or telecommunications lawyer, the 
news is definitely good: If the num-
ber and pace of consolidations really 
does increase, as forecasts suggest, 
there will be plenty of fee-based 
work to go around.

• If you’re a real estate developer or city 
government official (or a consumer) 
hoping for better broadband in your 
development or city, the news is 
mixed. A consolidated company, es-
pecially in an area where scant com-
petition exists, has little incentive to 
negotiate.

• If you’re a lawyer at the Antitrust 

Division of the Justice Department 
or on the staff of the communica-
tions subcommittee of the Senate 
Committee on Commerce, Science, 
and Transportation, you’re keeping 
a close eye on things and wonder-
ing whether the telecommunica-
tions industry is going to return to 
the “Wild West” days of the 1990s, 
when everyone seemed bent on ac-
quiring everyone else.

• If you are the late Harold Greene, 
the no-nonsense judge who presided 
over the AT&T divestiture case and 
all but insisted on the breakup of 
the company on the grounds that 
telecommunications is not a natu-
ral monopoly and that the best and 
most cost-efficient service could be 
provided by a disaggregated tele-
phone business, you just might be 
watching, from your seat in Heaven, 
as the telecommunications industry 
reassembles itself and wondering if, 
in fact, you were wrong.  BBP
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