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We did it!

We now have a Historical Society that utilizes the entire
building to meet our mission of keeping the history of
Phoenixville Alive. We are now handicapped accessible,
with a 2-stop oversized elevator as well as a beautiful oak
staircase, inside the building. The entire building is
climate controlled with many energy-efficient additions.
This includes new LED lighting, for the new staff area as
well as the entire former sanctuary. Heat pumps heat and
cool both the museum as well as all our artifacts. Both
spaces are updated, painted, carpeted, and look soooo
professional! The new Frees Research area is in this well-
lit area and soon will be mostly computerized and
functional.

This was all accomplished because of your generous
gifts, the on-line auctions, and HSPA reserves. We did not
need to borrow any funds to complete the project. We
are debt free! Also, special thanks for your extra gifts to
our giving tree appeal. With those donations we were
able to make many unbudgeted purchases to enhance all
areas. That appeal raised about $46,000 to fund a wall
hanging system, blinds, ladders, carts, research
computers, and many additional items as we prepare the
artifacts upstairs in the museum.

We can’t wait to show off our/your renovated building!
The staff area and Frees Research area are now
operational. The museum is going to take a little longer!

But you will be the first to know when the Grand Re-
Opening reception will take place. All donors will be sent
an invitation to a special Grand Opening. We are shooting
for late March. This will be ahead of the public re-
opening.

Many thanks to so many: the staff who lived through
construction & kept us open almost every operating day;
those who kept our auctions up and running off site.
Special thanks and recognition go to Dolan Construction
who was so professional with our every request and
change orders. Their sub-contractors were also amazing.
Many have enjoyed the weekly reports from Dave
Meadows who met weekly, as the owners’
representative, to communicate our wishes and solve
any problems!

| know all those HSPA volunteers who have put so much
blood, sweat and tears for the last 47 years would be so
proud of the last 5 years of planning and what the future
holds for the Historical Society of the Phoenixville Area.

Sincerely,
John Keenan
President HSPA
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MARCH QUARTERLY MEETING

The March Quarterly Meeting will be held on
Wednesday, March 19 at 7:30 PM at the First United
Methodist Church on South Main Street. A special
program, “Where We Shopped!” will feature a panel of
special guests. See the enclosed flyer for details. The
meeting is open to all HSPA members and the public.



DECEMBER QUARTERLY MEETING

Capt. Philip Dearborn
The December Quarterly Meeting was held at the
Phoenixville  Recreation Center on Wednesday,
December 11 with thirty-two people in attendance.
President John Keenan held a brief business meeting and
gave an update on the progress of HSPA’s renovation
project. The speaker for the evening was Captain Philip
Dearborn, the current Company Commander of the
1067 Composit Truck Company, the Pennsylvania
National Guard unit stationed at the armory in East
Pikeland Township. Captain Dearborn has served in the
National Guard for over twenty years including overseas
service in Kuwait and Iraq. Stationed at the local armory
for the past fifteen years, he described the role of his unit
and the kinds of service they perform.

garage to the church on Thursday where another group
of volunteers unloaded and set up the items for sale. BY
Friday afternoon, everything was ready for the members-
only sale on Friday night. On Saturday morning, ‘bargain
hunters’ were lined up at the door before the 8 AM
opening. Special thanks to volunteers Gretchen Deeke
who helped price items every week for months, Angie Ng
for recruiting and organizing the volunteers and Julian
McCracken who oversaw the financial arrangements.
After the flea market, a group of volunteers boxed all the
‘leftovers’, loaded vehicles for transporting everything to
Green Drop, and cleaned up the church by 4:30.
Coordinated by President John Keenan, more than thirty
volunteers donated 475+ hours helping make the flea
market so successful.

WINTER FLEA MARKET
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The Winter Flea Market held on January 18 was a great
success, netting about $5,500 to HSPA. Because of HSPA's
renovation project, the event was held at the First United
Methodist Church on South Main Street. Many thanks to
the church for allowing HSPA to use their facility! Thanks
to all of the HSPA volunteers who helped make the event
possible. Because of the off-site location, a motorcade of
minivans and suvs transported sales items from the HSPA
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Opening the ‘Hidden River’
The Schuylkill Navigation Company

By
J.R. Ertell

2025 marks the 200" Anniversary of the opening of the
‘Schuylkill Canal.” This is the story of the canal’s
evolution from an important element of Pennsylvania’s
economic development to a vestige of a by-gone era.

The Canal Project

From earliest colonial times, the Schuylkill, which Dutch
explorers called the ‘hidden’ river, was viewed as having
great potential for the settlement and development of
Pennsylvania. The river’s contours varied greatly as it
wound down from central Pennsylvania with rocky areas,
rapids, sharp drops in elevation, and wide shallow areas.
Early settlers came into conflict with the state
government for further blocking portions of the river
with fish dams. Earlier attempts at making the river
navigable failed when companies chartered by the state
had economic troubles that led to bankruptcy.

In 1815 the state enacted new legislation for the river’s
development and a year later chartered the Schuylkill
Navigation Company (SNC) to undertake the project. The
company had the authority to implement any
construction necessary to make the river navigable from
Philadelphia to Reading and later to be extended above
Pottsville. Without state funds, the SNC was to be fully
funded through the sale of 10,000 shares of stock with a
goal of raising $ 300,000 (an enormous amount in 1816).
The shares allowed people to pay in $10 increments. The
company hired Thomas Oakes who was involved with the
design of the Philadelphia Waterworks along the

Schuylkill as their chief engineer. This was an immense
undertaking at great risk and expense for that era. The
work would be done by pick and shovel labor and using
black powder blasting.

To make the river navigable, the project was to dam
sections of the river creating a series of large pools (called
‘slackwater pools’) and linking the various pools with
canals which could raise and lower boats. This was
necessary as the river had a drop of 588 feet in elevation
from Port Carbon in Schuylkill County to Philadelphia.
The canals would feature sets of locks enabling boats to
be raised or lowered to the next section of the river. In
some places, the drops were so severe requiring a
sequence of locks (called ‘step locks’). Along with
construction, river flooding, and weather problems, the
project experienced periodic financial difficulties
requiring the raising of additional subscriptions. In 1823,
a mortgage loan was contracted with Philadelphia banker
and merchant Stephen Girard for $230,850 to complete
the project.

Financier Stephen Girard
Construction advanced in segments. Near the
Phoenixville area construction caused flooding of parts of
the surrounding area. A ‘swamp fever’ (now believed to
be typhoid) struck many of the workers and their
families. Writing in 1871, Samuel Whitaker Pennypacker
noted that it was estimated that almost a sixth of the



area residents died among them chief engineer Thomas
Oakes.

The project continued and was completed to Reading
and then extended to Port Clinton, just above Pottsville.
To celebrate reaching Reading in 1824, a special
ceremonial trip was held. Packed with company officials
and politicians, three barges (named after Thomas
Oakes, Stephen Girard, and DeWitt Clinton) traveled from
Reading to Pottstown. The Schuylkill Navigation officially
opened in 1825, three years before the opening of the
Erie Canal. The Schuylkill Navigation was 108 miles long-
46 miles of slackwater pools and sixty-two miles of
canals. There were 120 canal locks (later reduced to 90)
and a 450-foot-long tunnel (the first built in the United
States) at Auburn in Schuylkill County. The system was

organized into twelve sections called reaches. The
reaches were sequentially numbered from south to north
although some also came to be named after people. The
Fifth Reach near Phoenixville (from the Pawling Dam to
the Black Rock Dam) was named after Thomas Oakes; the
Seventh Reach (the longest at 22 miles) named after
Stephen Girard. Personnel were employed to operate the
canal locks along the river and maintenance crews were
employed to deal with periodic blockages or mechanical
problems.

Passage on the river had many potential hazards, In
1827 a small booklet was published, Schuylkill Canal
Navigator, to assist in navigating the river. It described
particularly difficult areas and suggested safe measures.
One of the areas was the river below Black Rock Dam.

Rise and Decline

The opening of the system was hailed as the dawn of a
new era, although people living today might not fully
appreciate the impact of making the river navigable.
Writing less than fifty years after the canal system’s
opening, Samuel Whitaker Pennypacker noted that if
people “..could place ourselves in the position of
boatmen, annoyed with the rocks and current of a
crooked river as they poled a harvest of wheat to
market, or of teamsters driving their loads of nails to
Philadelphia over twenty-five miles of rough and muddy
roads, we would be better able to appreciate the
pleasure with which our ancestors looked upon the
placid waters of a canal and the smooth track of a tow
path.”

The system’s opening had a dramatic effect on
economic development along the river facilitating the
movement of crops, raw materials, commercial goods,
and people. Canal boats and barges travelled only a few
miles a day, towed by horses or mules along towpaths,
requiring evening stops along the river. Communities
grew to meet the needs of travelers and boatmen. Many




came to include the word port in their name- Port
Providence, Port Kennedy, and Bridgeport for example.
Charging fees for distances travelled, the company
thrived and was able to issue a 6% dividend to its
investors only four years after opening.

The company also charged fees for waterpower usage
and years later for hydroelectric power. The growth of
coal as a source of fuel accelerated the company’s
prosperity with the development of industries along the
river. The SNC had a virtual monopoly for transporting
coal. In 1828, to bring coal directly into the Phoenix Nail
Works and provide waterpower for a nearby cotton mill,
a smaller canal (The Chester County Canal, later called
the Phoenix Canal) was built across from the Black Rock
Dam. As commerce grew and barges became larger
carrying heavier loads, the SNC twice widened and
lengthened locks to improve the system.

Picture Postcard of Lock 60, C. 1905

The peak years of the canal’s economic success lasted
less than twenty-five years. When built, the SNC’s owners
could not have envisioned the development and impact
of railroads. Railroads did not have impediments faced by
the canals- freezing in the winter, occasional flooding,
and falling trees and other debris blocking segments of
canal locks. During a massive river flood in 1850, a coal
barge, ironically called “Here | Come” was swept down
river crashing into and demolishing the wooden bridge
linking Spring City to Royersford. Railroad tracks could be
laid virtually anywhere and spur lines branched off to
Create a transportation network. The opening of the
Black Rock Tunnel in Phoenixville in 1838 completed the
link from Philadelphia to Reading and beyond for the
Philadelphia and Reading Railroad (commonly known as
the Reading RR) created a great economic rival to the
canal.

Initially in the 1840s, the SNC and Reading RR signed a
partnership agreement dividing coal shipping. In 1870,
the Schuylkill Navigation system was leased by the
Railroad. Reading operated the canal as part of their
commercial business until 1902. The SNC continued to
operate but saw a sharp decline in business almost
completely shutting down in the 1920s. The last coal

barge operated on the canal in 1931. By the beginning of
the twentieth century and as business diminished, the
canal system was largely used for local recreation. In
some communities, boathouses and boating clubs could
be seen in various sections of the system. In addition to
boating, early photographs show swimming in the canals
and ice skating on frozen canals in the winter.

Aftermath

Over time, many of the dams fell into disrepair and
silting from coal dust and other materials clogged the
river. In 1949, the canal system was taken over by the
state of Pennsylvania. In the 1950s a clean-up of the
Schuylkill and massive desilting project was conducted by
the state in partnership with the federal government.
Much of the silt and other materials dredged up would
be used as fill in lowland areas. Over time, most sections
of the canal system were drained, the canals were filled

2018 Schuylkill Sojourners Exiting Lock 60

In recent years, preservation groups have endeavored
to promote the recreational aspects of the Schuylkill
River, developing a comprehensive network of trails.
Historic preservation efforts have led to saving some
parts of the canal system, most notably in Manyunk and
later near Phoenixville. The Schuylkill Canal Association
founded in 1982, working with other groups successfully
restored the canal at Lock 60. As in Manyunk,
recreational and community activities have been held
along the surviving portions of the canal. Lock 60 and the
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still-standing Locktender’s House are now part of the
Montgomery County system of Parks and Recreation.

Locktender’s House

The Schuylkill Navigation Company is long gone.
Although only vestiges remain, the canal system created
along the Schuylkill was vital in the development of
Pennsylvania and preserving its memory is an important
part of our historical heritage.

: THE SCHUYLKILL CANAL
: ASSOCIATION'S

Lock 60 Restoration Project

This Project was Financed in Part by a PA
Heritage Parks Program Grant from the Pennsylvania
Department of Conservation and Natural Resources,

Bureau of Recreation and Conservation.

Additional Financing was Provided by:
*» A Federal Transportation Equity Act for the Twenty-First Century (TEA) Grant
© ®The Pennsyivania Canal Society ol Tia iy
# The William Penn Foundation
Canal Assac

Lock 60 Restoration
Suggested Sources:
The Schuylkill Navigation: A Photographic History by

Harry L. Rinker (1991)

Along the Schuylkill by Laura Catalano and Kurt D. Zwickl
HSPA Archives and Photo Collection

Organizations:

The Schuylkill Canal Association

The Schuylkill River Greenway

The Schuylkill River Heritage Area
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The Society thanks our many members and business
members who have renewed their membership or
upgraded to a higher level since the December
newsletter. HSPA’s membership continues to grow.
Current membership is over 560.

New Members: Since the December newsletter was
published, the following new members have been
welcomed to HSPA: Michael Mazarrella, Nancy Carallo,
Marilyn Townsend, Lynn Allen, Dee Kinzinger, Margaret
Ann Cornett, AliceBjorklund, Peter Weimer, Nate McKay,
Linda Brooks, Suzanne Jastrem, Lori Wittner, Maax &
Olivia Ruemmer, Jeff Amerine, Craig & Mary Billman,
Ellen Dicesare, Nancy Simon, Lori Corner, and Michael
Weinstock.

Donations: Alda Scheib, Jim Taylor, Ben & Jennifer
Carlson, Angie Ng, Don Deininger, Barbara Witwer,
Robert Williams, Lou Beccaria, john & Pam Freehafer, and
Sandy Momyer.

Condolences: HSPA extends its condolences to the family
of longtime HSPA member Elizabeth ‘Betty’ Miles on her
passing.

Annual Appeal Campaign: Donations Received-
$8,918.92.

Giving Tree Donations: Received in support of HSPA’s
Renovation Project- $46,000 (includes a matching
donation of $25,000 from an anonymous donor)

Note: All donations to HSPA are tax deductible.

Give the Gift of Membership!
Did you know that you can give someone
membership to the Society as a gift or
birthday present? Simply fill out the form
on our website for anyone you would like to
bring cheer to and we will do the rest.
Questions? Call us at 610-935-7646

MUSEUM AND ARCHIVES NEWS

The HSPA office and the Frees Library have been
relocated to the former museum and are now open. The
library features dedicated computer stations for
researchers. The expanded HSPA Museum will be located
upstairs in the former sanctuary of the building.
Volunteers have been moving museum cases upstairs
and planning the layout before reinstalling new museum
exhibits. Special open house events will be held to “show
off” all the work done in the past year of renovations.
Look for announcements of the dates and times.

Even during our closure for construction, HSPA has
continued to receive donations of items for our archival
collection. Many smaller donations of artifacts,
photographs, documents, and maps have been received
and added to our collection. We continue to evaluate and
accession the large donations of materials received from




the estates of Peter Brown, Robert Frees, and Helen
Harrop.

If you are considering donating artifacts, documents or
photographs, please contact the office first to discuss
what you have and to arrange a delivery time.

Membership Chairperson Marji Rohrbach reports that
plans are underway for several members-only events in
the coming months. A tour of Holy Ghost Orthodox
Catholic Church is scheduled for 2 PM on Sunday, April
27. Look for sign-up information in the coming weeks. On
the night of June 13, the annual Members-only Preview
Sale will be held before the next day’s Strawberry
Festival. Other events in the planning stages include a
walking tour in May (location and date to be determined)
and a walking tour of the grounds of the former Reeves
Estate on Starr Street in October. HSPA’s Annual

Members’ Picnic is being planned for Saturday, July 19.

Calericlor e
ANNUAL STRAWBERRY FESTIVAL

The annual HSPA Strawberry Festival will be held on
Saturday, June 14 under the tent on HSPA’s lawn. As in
past years, a Members-only Preview Sale will be held the
night before. Donations for the flea market are being
accepted or can be made by contacting President John
Keenan at the HSPA office (610-935-7646).

PROMOTING HSPA
-At the Historic Yellow Springs Art Show held last October,
Joe Varady’s entry in the pumpkin decorating contest
won first prize. Joe’s winning entry earned HSPA a free
half page ad in a future Yellow Springs event program.

Joe Varady’s Winning Entry
-Every Tuesday, HSPA posts on its Facebook page
Phoenixville newspaper stories, advertisements, and
photographs covering sports, community news, people,
and events from 50 years ago. The articles and images are
researched by volunteer Dave Smith and posted on
Facebook by Board Member Joe Varady. Our Facebook
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page also announces HSPA events and activities as well
as progress reports on HSPA’s renovations.

-On Friday, December 5, HSPA Board Member Joe Varady
gave a presentation on the Lenni Lenape Peoples to the
advisors and members of the AKTION Club sponsored by
the Phoenixville Kiwanis Club.

Joe Varady at Kiwanis AKTION Club
-This spring, the Montgomery County Department of
Parks and Recreation will unveil new historical signage
along the Schuylkill Canal at Lock #60. Photographs from
HSPA’s collection have been selected for use on some of
the signs. Acknowledgement of HSPA will be
incorporated on the new signs when installed.

CK 60
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-On Saturday, February 22, HSPA participated in “Love
Your Local History Day”. A partnership of local historical
societies and commissions was formed a few years ago to
promote local history. On February 22, eight
organizations including HSPA hosted visitors who had
signed up for the opportunity to visit all or any of the
participating organizations. Local members were on hand
to serve as docents. At HSPA, visitors were given a
presentation on the exciting renovations underway at the
Society. Other participating historical societies were
Pottstown, Spring-Ford, Trappe, East Vincent Township,
Skippack and Limerick.

-On Wednesday, March 26, Jack Ertell will give a
presentation to residents of the Coldstream Crossing
Community. The program, “Now and Then: The Changing
Face of Phoenixville” will use vintage photographs and
picture postcards to look back on Phoenixville through
the years.

-On Tuesday, April 22, Jack Ertell will present a program
for the members of the Women'’s Group of St. John’s
Lutheran Church. The program will be a look at the
history of the Schuylkill Canal.

-In July, HSPA will have a display at the annual Kimberton
Fair.




yearbooks
are on

HSPA limits its archival collection to three copies of
Phoenixville school yearbooks, so any others donated
become surplus and become available for sale. At
present the Society has several yearbooks available for
purchase. Yearbooks sell for $10 each (plus postage if
mailing is necessary) and can be purchased at HSPA.
Contact the office if interested.
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AUCTION REPORT

HSPA continues to benefit through on-line MaxSold
Auctions. The most recent auction which ended on
February 5 brought in over $4,200. Since the start of
HSPA’s fiscal year last September 1, the auctions have
brought in over $22,000 to the Society. Look for
announcements about future HSPA MaxSold Auctions in
the coming months.

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

HAVE YOU REMEMBERED
TO RENEW YOUR MEMBERSHIP?

If your mailing label is highlighted, it means
that you’'ve not responded to our
membership renewal notice and this will be
your last issue of the Newsletter.

Of course, it could be our mistake. If so,
please contact The HSPA Membership
Chairperson at 610-935-7646.

THANKS!
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