It’s hard to believe | will be starting my 3 year as
president this September. What a fantastic experience
it has been!

With your help we have accomplished so much. Phase |
to install an elevator, beef up the electrical system, and
install HVAC to all parts of the building has raised nearly
$600,000.00. We are getting final issued-for-bid
drawings and soon hope to find out how much we need
to start our renovation project. Please make plans to
pay your 2023 pledge by the end of the year. And keep
the fundraising going as we are not there yet! But | feel
confident that with your help these projects will begin
in 2024 if not before. Also, in October we will send out
the Annual Appeal letter. This is a separate endeavor
from the Capital Campaign. The money raised from this
appeal helps to fund day-to-day HSPA projects.

Again, thanks to you and to a fantastic board we have
been more in the public eye than ever before. Our logo
is now on the front of the building, Facebook is stronger
than ever (thanks to Joe Varady), our new and improved
website is quicker and easier to navigate, and a number
of initiatives by the publicity and marketing committee
have been deployed. Most can be viewed elsewhere in
this newsletter.

Here’s to a strong 2023 and 2024! With your help we
can continue to be successful!

Sincerely,

John Keenan

President HSPA

ANNUAL BANQUET
HSPA’s 46" Annual Banquet will be held on Sunday,
September 17t at 2 PM at the Phoenixville Country
Club. Invitation letters were sent out to members
earlier this month. The speaker for the banquet will be
Jennifer Carlson, Executive Director of the Colonial
Theater. 2023 marks the theater’s 120t anniversary and
Jennifer’s presentation is entitled ‘The Colonial Theater:
Past, Present and Future.” The banquet will also
feature recognition of incoming board members and
other special presentations. The deadline for making
reservations is Friday, September 1.

Waiting to Open Before 8 AM
HSPA’s annual Strawberry Festival was held on a
beautiful Saturday, June 9th with over 800 attending.
The festival featured a huge flea market, games for
children, special bake sale and history items tables,
and lunch. Hundreds bought lunch or ice cream &
strawberries while being entertained by Ted the Fiddler.
After expenses, the festival raised almost $6,000 for



HSPA. The event was coordinated by a committee that
included Marji Rohrbach (who organized the food),
Kevin Stuart (who organized the flea market) and Angie
Ng (who coordinated the 72 volunteers who
participated).

JUNE QUARTERLY MEETING

The June Meeting was held on Sunday, June 10* under
the tent on the HSPA Lawn with about 40 members in
attendance. The brief business meeting included the
election of officers and board members for the coming
2023-24 fiscal year which begins in September. Elected
to their second two-year terms were President John
Keenan, President-elect Dave Meadows, Vice-President
Duane Parker, and Treasurer Julian McCracken and
Board Members Deb Johnston, Ginger Murphy, and Joe
Varady. Newly elected to the Board was Barbara Berger.
Josh Gould leaves the board after four years of service
and Alan Hughes after two years.

Dr. Cook’s Presentation

The guest speaker was noted Presidential historian and
author Dr. Larry Cook. Dr. Cook’s presentation featured
a display of rare presidential memorabilia from his
personal collection and a talk on the lives of some of his
favorite presidents. It was followed by an informative
“Q & A” with the audience. Light refreshments were
served following the meeting.

Capital Campaign
Progress

Our Capital Campaign, Your History is Our History, has
raised almost $600,00 towards our Phase One Goal of
$750,000 to install an interior central staircase, an
elevator, central climate control throughout the

building and upgrade the electrical system of our 1870s
historic building.

As funds have been raised, the committee has

conducted architectural  studies and  schematic
drawings, researched all engineering requirements,
prepared final design drawings and specifications, and
planned to seek bids to begin construction.
Our goal is to ultimately raise two million dollars to
renovate and improve our entire historic building-
creating an expanded museum, enhanced research
library, climate controlled archival storage, and a
classroom-size meeting area. You are invited to
participate to help fund this project to “preserve your
history” with a contribution to the Historical Society’s
Capital Fund.
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LIBRARY & MUSEUM HOURS

THE HSPA MUSEUM AND LIBRARY ARE OPEN ON
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OTHER TIMES BY APPOINTMENT.




Phoenix Iron Company, 1879
Looking South from the Bluffs

DANGER AT THE MILL
Workplace Safety at Phoenix Iron
Through the Years
By
J.R. Ertell
This article looks at the dangers of working at the Phoenix

Iron Company and later Phoenix Steel over the company’s
long history.

19t Century Industrialization

The first manufacturing in what was to become
Phoenixville began with nail-making in the 1790s. The
French Creek Works initially had a handful of workers
who produced hand-cut nails from bar iron. The
introduction of nail-making machinery dramatically
increased production but also the risk of injury using
complicated pieces of equipment.

Early Nail-making Machine
As manufacturing expanded and industrial machinery
was developed it became coupled with changing
sources of power. The leap from water-powered
equipment to steam power and electricity later in the
late 19 century had a dramatic impact. By the 1840s,
when the nail works burnt to the ground and wasn’t
rebuilt, the Reeves & Buck Company (later the Phoenix
Iron Company) shifted its focus to the manufacturing of

railroad iron (rails, etc.) and structural products. A
separate division, the Phoenix Bridge Company, was
established after the Civil War to design and fabricate
bridges.

Studies of 19* century American workers show that
the highest risk of serious injury or fatalities in the
workplace occurred in three areas- mining, railroading,
and manufacturing. By the middle of the century,
Phoenix’” manufacturing focus was on heavy products
and was dependent in many ways on the railroads. The
Phoenix Iron Company’s operation was typical of the
times. Early in the century, workers had 12-hour days, 7
days per week. By the 1870s, Iron workers generally
worked 7 AM to 6 PM Monday to Friday and 7 AM to
noon on Saturdays.

They worked long hours around heavy equipment,
molten or hot metal and unshielded machinery usually
powered by belts running from an overhead spinning
shaft. At the Phoenix Iron Company many of the daily
tasks such as pouring or casting molten metal,
transporting still hot products, working in the rolling
mill, rail straightening, loading, or unloading products,
and coupling railroad cars had high risk of injury. A
writer in the 1890s described many industrial workers
as having reached ‘old age at 40.
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Puddlers at Phoenix Iron [1873 New York Publication]



Several years ago, some HSPA volunteers reviewed
newspapers (Phoenixville, Pottstown, and Philadelphia)
from the post-Civil War to the turn of the 20+ Century
looking for articles about workplace accidents at the
Phoenix Iron Company. They found numerous detailed
accounts of serious accidents. Here are examples of the
types of injuries and in some instances causes of
fatalities they found at the iron company:

-Burned by molten cinders

-Struck by a flying hot rivet

-Killed by collapse of a portable crane

-Thumb severed by a falling 12,000 Ib. girder

-Struck in the face by hook in the rolling mill

-Fingers mashed in the straightening press

- Leg amputated after being crushed by a falling

girder

-14-year-old boy crushed by locomotive

-Struck in head by engine crank

-Leg and ankle crushed by falling 800 Ib. beam

-Arm amputated after falling on a hot 500 Ib. ingot

-Lost eye after being strgek by iron bar
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Rolling Mill Workers, c.1883

There were no government (state or federal)
regulations or industry-wide safety standards at that
time. Workers wore little protective equipment- often
only leather gloves and a heavy leather apron, with
nothing to protect their head, eyes, or feet. Under laws
at the time, a worker assumed the risk for workplace
injuries; and those who sued their employer for
damages were generally unsuccessful. Because of
immigration, labor was cheap, and many jobs required
little skill. In the iron industry, there was a growing gap
between unskilled workers and the more skilled, such as
the puddlers who heated and poured the molten iron.
At Phoenix Iron, puddlers received a daily wage related
to the tons of iron produced daily ($4.10 per ton in the
early 1870s) while other less skilled workers received a
flat dollar amount (90 cents to $2 depending on skill
level) per day.

Attempts to form unions and negotiate with employers
were usually unsuccessful. There were no laws requiring
a company to recognize a workers group and companies
resisted any type of organization, regarding organizers
as ‘troublemakers. Strikes in coal mining and railroading
in the late 19* century were often violent. Strikes in

these industries had a ripple effect on the iron industry
where businesses such as the Phoenixville Iron
Company were dependent on the railroads for delivery
of coal and iron ore and later shipping of their finished
products. Additionally, the second half of the 19+
century saw frequent sharp fluctuations in the economy
that led to periodic depressions (called ‘panics’). These
fluctuations and strikes in other industries led the
company to reduce wages or on some occasions to shut
down operations entirely. For example, in 1873 during a
downturn in the economy, the company cut all wages
by 10%.

In Phoenixville, the company was very anti-labor.
When puddlers implemented a work stoppage for
higher wages twice in the 1870s, they failed both times.
When they returned to work in 1873, they had lost two
months wages and saw their daily pay rate cut to $3.85.
In the 1880s, the leaders of an attempt to unionize
workers were fired and a list of their names was shared
with other iron manufacturing companies along the
Schuylkill River. In another instance when a group of
immigrant workers (called “Huns” by the local
newspaper) sought to organize, the entire group of
about 40 were fired and replaced. The company did not
recognize a union until 1943 when a union contract was
agreed upon with a local chapter of the United
Steelworkers Union of the AFL-CIO.

Changing Times
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Phoenix Iron Workers, c. 1890 [Note Absence of safety apparel]

At the beginning of the 20" Century many changes
affected workplace safety. Among changes that
significantly affected the workplace was the enactment
of compensation laws by state governments and
increased liability costs to employers. Along with more
effective workplace legislative actions, employers,
including the Phoenix Iron Company, became more
safety conscious.

In 1910, New York State enacted the first workers’
compensation law and over the next ten years 44 states
enacted similar legislation. Pennsylvania’s law, enacted
in 1915, protected both workers and businesses.




Workers could file compensation claims for workplace
injuries and lost wages. The law included the creation of
an insurance system for employers shielding businesses
against lawsuits (except in cases of negligence).
Although the first workers’ compensation laws
exempted certain groups, over the years coverage in
Pennsylvania became mandatory for most employers.

Early Protective Metal Foot Cover and Asbestos Apron

It became a smart business practice to install safer
equipment and implement safer workplace practices.
Continued improvements in protective equipment
continued to evolve through the years. Shielding or
guards on dangerous equipment and electric lighting in
plants also helped reduce industrial accidents. Studies
show a dramatic decrease in workplace injuries. In
1910, the manufacturing industry averaged 44 injuries
per million man-hours and dropped to under 12 by the
late 1930s. Safety at Phoenix and response to worker
injuries  improved = significantly. The company
established an on-site infirmary.

Improvements in medical care raised the level of
treatment for industrial accidents. In the 19* century, x-
ray and other diagnostic equipment did not exist.
Newspaper accounts at the turn of the century describe
instances at Phoenix Iron where a millworker was
injured, examined, and treated by a local doctor and
sent home, only to die the next day from internal
injuries. Prior to the 1890s, a seriously injured worker
would be sent by train to hospitals in Philadelphia. In
the 1890s, a Phoenixville fraternal organization, the
Strafford Knights, established Phoenixville’s first
hospital in a small house on Mill Street across from the
iron company. The hospital was Inadequate and sought
state funds to expand but was denied because they
were a private organization. Their failure led to a
community group founding the Phoenixville Hospital in
1900.

Improved Safety Equipment
Safety equipment for steelworkers and other industrial
workers saw dramatic improvements. Heat resistant
safety aprons containing asbestos fibers became
commonplace and were later replaced by insulated
aprons, vests, or coats. Metal caps to wear over shoes
protected workers from failing heavy objects. Work
boots with built-in steel plate flaps later replaced the
metal caps. Wooden clog-like outer shoes were
developed to be attached under work boots to be worn
where hot ash or metal could be on the floor or work
area. Safety gloves, including fire-retardant elbow
length gloves for workers became common. Hardhats,
many including noise suppressing ear covers became
mandatory for worker safety. Safety glasses or
protective eyewear alsp became standard.

When Phoenix Steel unionized in 1943, their contract
provided not only detailed terms of wages and hours for
each classification of employee, but also safety
protocols. The contract explicitly stated that the
company would provide any necessary protective gear
or apparel for workers. It also established procedures
for workers to file a claim or a grievance against an
action by the company or a supervisor, a worker or the
union considered as unsafe.



Phoenixville Steelworkers Contract
By the time, the Phoenix Steel Corporation finally shut
down operations, worker safety and workplace
safeguards were the norm.

Sources: HSPA Files

Newspapers- Daily Republican, Pottstown Mercury,
Philadelphia Inquirer

Mark Aldrich- History of Workplace Safety in the United
States, 1880-1970

PROMOTING HSPA
-On Tuesday, June 6th, four classes of 4% Grade
Students from Barkley Elementary School toured the
HSPA Museum as part of their annual ‘History Walk’ in
Phoenixville. Paul Kusko and John Keenan served as
tour guides and museum docents for the more than 100
students, their teachers and parent chaperones.

-HSPA has placed a new exhibit in the Phoenixville
Borough Hall. The exhibit, ‘Phoenixville Then and Now,’
features artifacts and photographs showing the
changing face of the Phoenixville community through
the years. Curated by John Keenan and Dave Meadows,

the exhibit is on the third floor of the Borough Hall in
the display cases along the corridor leading the Council;
Chambers. It can be viewed whenever Borough
meetings or other events in the Borough Hall are open
to the public.

-HSPA’s “Take-Me-Back Tuesdays” posting on Facebook
is something not to be missed. Every week on Tuesday,
HSPA posts a group of Phoenixville newspaper clippings
from 50 years ago. Posted items cover many things-
sports events, community news, people in the news and
local advertising. The weekly postings are coordinated
by Board Member Joe Varady and researched by
volunteer John Kathmann.

-On Wednesday, July 12, students from the Satori Dojo
Summer Camp toured the HSPA Museum. The students
and their chaperones got a personal tour of current
museum exhibits hosted by John Keenan. Dave
Meadows talked about the Gay Street School Bell and
gave a ‘ringing’ demonstration.

-HSPA had a display table at the Kimberton Fair the last
week of July. The table featured artifacts and photos
from the HSPA Archives and a scrolling power point of
‘Phoenixville Disasters’ (featuring hurricanes, floods,
fires and accidents) shown on a 48” TV monitor. HSPA
volunteers staffed the table daily during the fair to
answer questions and sign-up new members.

ARCHIVES NEWS
Since the June newsletter, HSPA has received many
donated items to add to our archives and photograph
collections. Society appreciates all donations, both large
and small. Among recent notable donations:



-Mr. David Davis of Apex, North Carolina has donated
three pieces of majolica pottery that had belonged to
his great aunt Frances Pennypacker.

-Sharon Kleinstuber of Blackwell, New Jersey has
donated a wide variety of Phoenixville-related
memorabilia including Deeds, Newspaper articles,
Photographs, and genealogy materials.

-Linda Merriwether of Malvern has donated a large
variety of items related to Phoenixville schools,
businesses, and genealogy.

-HSPA Volunteer Sharon Gubanich has donated several
programs and other documents related to Phoenixville
schools, Dogwood Pageants as well as family genealogy
materials.

-Jack Peirson of Philadelphia has donated Phoenixville
school-related items (yearbooks, programs, reunion
photographs, etc.) from his parents who were 1946 and
1947 Phoenixville High School graduates.

VOLUNTEER REPORT

HSPA Volunteers continue to give of their time to the
many tasks of the Society. Every Wednesday and Friday,
5-7 volunteers give collectively almost 100 hours of
their time to HSPA. Additionally, behind the scenes,
other volunteers give many hours sorting and
evaluating flea market donations or preparing items for
inclusion in future on-line auctions.

Volunteer Coordinator Paul Kusko recently put together
a summary of the volunteer hours for the June
Strawberry Festival. Not including time spent on the
many pre-planning tasks of the event’s committee
members, 72 volunteers contributed 311 hours of their
time for the festival and Friday night’s members-only
pre-sale.

MUSEUM AND ARCHIVES NEWS

HSPA’s summer special exhibit, “This is Us: Exploring
Ethnicity, Identity and Community in Phoenixville” will
continue through September. The exhibit features
photographs and artifacts from our collection that focus
on the many ethnic groups that have contributed to
Phoenixville’s rich history. On loan for the exhibit is the
original 1912 charter of B’Nai Jacob Synagogue and the
original ‘Eternal Light’ decorative metal cover that hung
over the Holy Ark containing the congregation’s Torah
Scrolls. Also in the exhibit is a display of the artistic work
of Joseph Campos. Mr. Campos, of Native American
descent, uses traditional colors and symbols in making
items reflecting his heritage- beaded leather satchels
and bags, and shirts. Of special note is a traditional
‘Medicine Shirt.’

In conjunction with the special exhibit, there will be a
presentation on Friday, September 1+ at 6:30 by sisters
Jolie Martinez and Rae Leap, owners of ‘One Spark
Fitness.” Their talk, “Our Small Town American Dream:
Sisters Doing It For themselves,” will discuss women of
color becoming entrepreneurs and starting their own
business.

AUCTION REPORT
HSPA continues to benefit by auctioning donated items
through on-line MaxSold Auctions. For the 2022-23
fiscal year (September 1 to August 31) the auctions
have brought in a little over $30,000, with about $8,000
dedicated to the Capital Funds Campaign.

MEMBERSHIP REPORT
The Society appreciates and thanks our members and
business members who have renewed their



membership or upgraded to a higher level since the last
newsletter. Since the September newsletter was
published:

HSPA welcomes new members Jian Chen, David
Domarasky, Carolyn Holloway, Loretta Watson, Dorothy
Harrop, Jacqueline Cassidy, Evangelina Jacob, Sue
Mclntyre, Stacy Sharp, Gregg Lammey, Matt Hopkins,
Neil Shafer, Scott Johnston, Mary Leshem, Mary Beth
Radford, Charles & Lynne Henry, and Andrew Beaver.
Donations: Kathleen Welch and Alan McGillivray,
Sandra Boyer.

Note: All donations to HSPA are tax deductible.

Have You Remembered
To Renew Your Membership?

If your mailing label is highlighted, it
means you've not responded to our

renewal notice and this will be your last
issue.

Of course, it could be our mistake- if so,

Thanks!

MEMBERS-ONLY EVENTS:

On Saturday, July 12%, over 40 HSPA members
attended the annual Members Picnic. Coordinated by
Membership Chairperson Marji Rohrbach, the event
was held indoors in the HSPA Work Area and Research
Library because of the high heat and humidity. HSPA
provided hot dogs, hamburgers, and beverages, with
members bringing an incredible variety of side dishes,
salads, and desserts. No one went home hungry!

In the fall, a walking tour of the Rapp’s Dam area is
being planned for Sunday, October 12+ at 2 PM. Look
for sign-up information to be announced.

The Historical Society of the Phoenixville area is a non-profit
corporation organized exclusively for charitable purposes
within the meaning of Section 501 ¢ 3 of the U.S. internal
Revenue Code of 1954 as amended. All contributions are tax

deductible.
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