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Computer, the term hacker was 
freely used to indicate a mali-
cious “digital trespasser.” The 
tension between these two defi-
nitions of the word—the tin-
kerer who loves technology vs. 
the malicious intruder looking to 
compromise sensitive informa-
tion—remains today.

This brings us back to the curi-
ous case of Joe Engressia, the 
boy who could literally “talk” to 
telephone networks.

Joe was fascinated by tele-
phones. He hungrily explored 
their capabilities and the ways 
in which he could interface with 
that technology. For example, he 
discovered (apparently at age 
five) that by rapidly clicking the 
hang-up switch, he could actually 
dial calls. He also enjoyed call-
ing disconnected numbers just to 
listen to error messages. As the 
story goes, one day he was listen-
ing happily to the disconnected 
number error message when he 
started idly whistling a tune to 
himself, and the call suddenly 
disconnected. Denied his error 
message, Joe called back, but 
when he started whistling again, 
the call disconnected again.

So, as any ordinary Ameri-
can child would do when faced 
with the inability to listen to 
a prerecorded error message 
just because his whistling dis-
connected the phone line, Joe 
called AT&T Labs to ask why this 
was happening. The engineer 

explained that Joe was whis-
tling in the precise 2600 Hz fre-
quency used to communicate by 
the phone company’s systems. 
By whistling in that frequency, 
he was directly interfacing with 
the computer system and unwit-
tingly giving it instructions.

The only thing left for a pre-
ternaturally curious technophile 
with perfect pitch to do was 
learn to master the skill.

Mind you, this was not the nor-
mal intended operation of the 
phone system. It was, by any def-
inition, a hack. With his perfect 
pitch, the boy could replicate the 
precise frequency that the phone 
system used to open and connect 
phone switches.

By the time he was in college 
in the late 1960s, Joe had mas-
tered the ability to trick phone 
company computers into letting 
him place free long-distance 
calls. By 1968, the FBI was onto 
him, and he was arrested in 1971. 
Shortly after, Esquire published 
an article called “Secrets of the 
Little Blue Box” that brought 
the phone-phreaking subculture 
to wider national attention, and 
Engressia became a minor icon.

Getting people like Engressia 
on the side of the telephone com-
pany, however, was an important 
goal. Other phone phreaks were 
less innocent. After the phone 
phreak community discovered 
that the toy whistle given away 
free in boxes of Cap’n Crunch 

cereal replicated the 2600 Hz 
tone, the phenomenon began 
to grow. Other phreaks, like 
John Draper, began to engineer 
devices (called “blue boxes”) 
with greater sophistication than 
a toy whistle that could be used 
to effect more intricate manipu-
lation of the phone system. By 
the mid-1970s, AT&T estimated it 
was losing $30 million a year to 
phreaking-related fraud.

To return to the crucial distinc-
tion between white hat and black 
hat hackers: Engressia’s ultimate 
motivation was not mischief—he 
just loved and wanted to immerse 
himself in telephones. He trav-
eled the country, visiting phone 
companies to take tours and lov-
ingly touch the equipment as 
he heard about its capabilities. 
When he finally landed a job at a 
phone company—Mountain Bell 
in Denver—as a network service 
center troubleshooter, his whis-
tling stopped.
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