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Banquet Meeting

The banquet meeting will take place Wednesday,
September 16, at Columbia Station restaurant in Phoenix-
ville. The cash bar will open at 6 p.m. Dinner will be served
at 7 p.m. with a choice of entrees, Chicken Marsala or Roast
Sirloin of Beef.

Tickets are $18 and may be purchased at Frees Insurance
or at the Printing Post. The HSPA office will sell tickets on
Wednesdays and Fridays. Also reservations may be made
by telephone. Call David Frees Insurance, 933-4950, and
pay at the door. All reservations must be in before
September 9.

lur guest speaker needs no introduction. She is the well
noown historian, author, and preservationist, Estelle

Cremers.
Help Us Decide!

Would you consider buying for yourself, or as a gift for
someone else, a picture history of the Phoenixville area? We
are debating whether there is enough interest among our
members and the general public to publish a hard-back
book outlining the history of the area by means of
photographs of people and places. The price would run
about $25 - $30 with a small discount for pre-publication
subscriptions.

Please indicate your interest on the form on page 5 and
send it to HSPA, P.O. Box 552, Phoenixville, PA 19460.
Mailing the form does not constitute an obligation to buy
the book. We are simply taking a poll to see if such a work
would find a market.

Reenactment of Inquiry

Phoenixville was all agog between October 23 and
November 22, 1907, when the Royal Commission of Inquiry
was in the area during its investigation into the collapse of
the bridge over the St. Lawrence River near Quebec.
Fabricated structural steel for the span had been furnished
by Phoenix Bridge Company, and a number of employees of
the company were called upon to testify.

At last June's quarterly meeting members of our

torical society had an opportunity to learn the reasons for
the collapse during a reenactment arranged by our
president-elect, Mike Vircsik. Mike resurrected a bound
volume of the original testimony and invited descendants of
the Iron and Bridge Company officers involved in the

tragedy to read passages that best revealed the pros and
cons of the unfortunate occurrence.

Those who participated were Samuel J. Reeves IIl, who
read the testimony given by his great great grandfather,
David Reeves; John V. Norris who played his father, Frank
P., Iron Company manager; and Irvin W. Meeser, former
Iron Company employee, whose father was an inspector.
Others who were part of the program were Harold L.
McDaniel, Jack E. Campbell, J. Glen Bedford, and
Marshall L. Barnhardt. Roger W. Derby and Mike Vircsik
took the parts of Commissioners who interrogated
witnesses. These six are all former Bridge Company
employees. Jack Norris put real feeling into his reading and
drew applause.

Samuel J. Reeves |1, 34, a resident of Upper Darby, was
interviewed by Ryan Richards, reporter for The Phoenix,
and said he was proud to represent his family on this
occasion. The young descendant works in the construction
and maintenance field and explained ‘“‘It’s in our blood
building things."" He is pleased that Phoenixville has such a
deep interest in its heritage.

Mike Vircsik told the newspaper reporter the collapse was
a considerable blow to the Phoenix Bridge Company, but
pointed out that none the less it survived for many years
thereafter.

Membership Report

A hearty welcome to the following new members: Mrs.
Edie Ashenfelter, Mr. and Mrs. Robert Atkinson, Mrs.
Norma Bollweg, Mr. and Mrs. Edward Buchanan, Mrs.
Esther Cody, Mrs. Helen Ebert, Russell Emerich, Robert
Funk, Mr. and Mrs. George Hinkle, Mrs. Elaine
Hutchinson, Raymond Kaller, Robert Larkin, Al Wilson.

With regret we report the deaths of Warren Botdorf,
Byron R. Saul, and Miss Florence Wagner.

Robert Deger renewed his membership as a Friend,
William W. Griffen as a Sponsor, and Wm. Thomas Kelly
as a Friend.

Museum Openings

The museum will not be open September 6 due to the
Labor Day weekend. Openings for October, November and
December will be the first Sunday of each month, 1 till 4.
Host for Oct. 4 is Mark Chester; Nov. 1, Rosalie Protis and
Harriet Tobey; and Dec. 6, David Frees. The office and
museum are open Wednesdays and Fridays of each week
from 9 till 3.



All through the present century mankind has benefited
from a form of energy that can be transported over long
distances and can be applied in small quantities suitable for
home use. Electricity is the single most important
contribution to our modern culture. It provides us with
mobility; it is able to modify inside temperatures for
comfortable living; and it. makes instant world-wide
communications an everyday occurrence.

Those who lived in the 1800s experienced the beginnings
of the marvels to come. Around 1850 electric telegraphy
became a reality and the telephone, also dependent on
electric current, entered the picture about thirty years later.
By the end of the century utility poles like the ones that
carried telegraph and telephone wires would carry light and
power wires as well.

In 1876 America celebrated the 100th anniversary of the
nation’s independence with a spectacular world’'s fair
staged in Fairmount Park, Philadelphia, and called the
Centennial Exhibition. Demonstrations of the telegraph and
telephone were among the exhibits, plus an even newer
phenomenon, an electric arc light. Fair goers familiar with
the story ‘“What hath God wrought?’’ constituted the first
Morse telegram, now enjoyed another story. A visitor from
afar, the Emperor Pedro || of Brazil, tried the telephone and
dropped the receiver in disbelief, exclaiming ‘‘It talks!™
There is no record of what was said about the electric light.

Not many of the masses who toured the fair grounds
which, incidentally, were lighted with gas jets, foresaw a
practical application for the new kind of light. A few,
however, were very much interested and among them were
John Wanamaker, the ‘‘merchant prince,”” and David and
William Reeves, ironmasters from Phoenixville.

Wanamaker, only a short time before, had opened a
department store in the former Pennsylvania Railroad
freight station building at 13th and Market Streets. The
store was called the ‘**Grand Depot.”’ It prospered and so by
1909 was replaced with the imposing edifice that now
occupies the site.

The Reeves brothers, 24 and 23 years of age, were the
sons of Samuel J. Reeves, president of Phoenix Iron
Company. The older brother was a namesake of his
grandfather, David, the company’s first president. The
ironworks had numerous connections with the Centennial
Exhibition. The fair's main exhibition hall, though twice the
size of the iron company’s recently constructed rolling mill,
mimicked its architecture. Both were eye-catching edifices
made largely of iron and glass. The mill, however, had a
slate roof, while the hall, a temporary structure, was roofed
with tin.

In addition, iron company engineers designed and erected
the short elevated railroad that permitted fair goers to cross
a ravine in the fair grounds. This was an exhibit in itself
being America’'s first monorail train.

A scale model of a tower made entirely of wrought iron
Phoenix columns had a spot in the exhibit hall, placed there
by its designer, young David Reeves. It caught the attention
of another foreign visitor, Gustav Eiffel, who borrowed the
idea for a tower in Paris, France, that is still a tourist
attraction.

Two years after the close of the Centennial Exhibition,

ELECTRICITY

Servant to Mankind

By Miriam Clegg

S.J. Reeves died. David |l became the Iron Company’s
CEO, and he very soon arranged to illuminate the ironworks
property with the new electric lights. Phoenix Iron Company
had been-awarded a contract to construct the entire 8-mile
length of Manhattan’'s Second Avenue elevated line. It was
a 5% million dollar deal (pre-inflation dollars!) and was the
largest iron contract signed to that date in the U.S.A. There
was a time limit on the work, and Reeves knew such a vast
project would keep the mills and fabricating shops running
ceaselessly both night and day.

Around the same time the Franklin Institute was carrying
on an investigation of all available electrical devices and
found Brush arc lights made by Cleveland Telegraph Supply
Company superior to any others tested. Reeves trusted the
Philadelphia institute. He had worked there a year after
graduation from prep school so he and his brother, William,

could attend Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute in the same
class.

Both Wanamaker and Reeves placed orders with the Ohio
arc light manufacturer, Wanamaker thereafter proving to
Philadelphians the practicability of electric lighting.

Equipment the Brush Company sold to Phoenixville
consisted of two generators, one of which ran by water
power and the other by steam power. There were nine
lamps, or lights, for the machine shop; two for the column
shop, and one for the shipping yard. Sixteen hundred fee’
insulated copper wire was required for the installation.

An arc light, by definition, is a luminous bridge made by
sending a current across a gap between two conductors, or
terminals. These first ones were not enclosed in glass
globes and the carbons burned out quickly. The purchase
price of machinery and lamps was $3,500. The operating
cost was estimated at 36 cents per hour for carbons,
scarcely anything compared to the expense of either gas or
kerosene lights.

The Phoenixville Messenger of Jan. 25, 1879 carried a
news item about the proposed lights and told how the new
machines transmitted ‘‘the electric fluid’’ through copper
wires. The Daily Local News, two days later, reported that
the 2,000 men employed by the ironworks awaited the new
and possibly risky, invention with considerable anxiety. The
Jan. 31st issue of the same newspaper, however, indicated
all doubts and fears has been dispelled, and the reporter
went on to describe with enthusiasm how the electric light
looked to those who saw it for the first time.

When the nine jets went on in the machine shop, he
related, a flood of artificial sunshine found its way
throughout the length and breadth of the large building.
The light, he added, gave off a bluish cast noticeable only at
a distance. At close quarters, though dazzling in its great
brilliancy, it sheds a soft, mellow light to work by. Many
observers were visiting the works.

Another newspaper reporter’s comment was: ‘It is about
as difficult to look directly at the jets as it is at the sun, still
the light shed around the building is mild and pleasan’
the eye . . . we pulled from our pocket the Public Led,
when standing at least 75 feet distant from one of the jets
and could read the finest print with quite as much ease as if
immediately under an ordinary gas light.”’

{Continued on Page 3)
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{Continued from Page 2)

Where did Reeves find an electrician for this pioneer
~vork? The newspapers relate a college instructor, Professor
=gger (or ‘‘Edgerton’’ — the papers spelled it differently)
vas brought here from New Jersey. Before returning home
ne expert delivered a lecture in Phoenixvilie’s Temperance
Hall about the workings of the telegraph and telephone, and
another recent invention, the phonograph.

Following a period when individual generation of
slectricity was common practice, the next step was the
formation of small electric companies that serviced a
number of customers from a central generating station. The
first of these in Philadelphia was the Brush Electric Light
Company founded in 1881. As an ambitious start in
business the company proposed to illuminate the entire
length of Chestnut Street from river to river at a cost of
$5,000. City Council rejected the offer as too expensive.
Brush Company then worked out a deal whereby it would
light the street for a year at its own expense. |f people liked
the arrangement, the town fathers could then contract for
the service. If not, the company would remove its wires and
poles. Needless to say, at the end of the year, the poles
remained in place. The arc lights were soon afterwards
placed in the Continental Hotel at Chestnut and Ninth
Street, but only in the public rooms as they were too bright
for the bedrooms.

In 1886 the Edison Electric Light Company, already firmly
established in New York City, obtained a charter in
Philadelphia as well. This company made a serious attempt
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& Cope’s “History of Chester County.”

bu Vanderslice's bouse was the first in Phoenixville to be electrified. From an engraving in Futhey

to replace the gas lighting still used in the city’s homes and
offices with the Edison incandescent lamp. Edison’s
invention differed from Brush’s. The incandescent lamg
brought filaments to white heat inside an airless glass bulb.

Superintendent of the Edison Company was a University
of Pennsylvania instructor, William D. Marks, who was
always addressed as ‘‘Professor.’’ The system he designec
for the city had a central station and 28 miles of
underground conduits, and Mark’s plan was judged
superior to anything in New York City. Marks began
operations in 1889 and six years later was generating
electricity for 66,000 househoid lights and for elevators,
printing presses, and ventilator fans as well. Advertising
was used to get people interested and to quiet their fears. Ir
those early days warnings were often issued against trying
to ignite the bulbs with a match or to extinguish the electric
light by blowing it out.

As demand increased more companies were incorporated
and granted franchises, often for identical territories.
Duplication of services with confusion and waste resulted in
a move towards consolidation. Eventually a few large
companies replaced many small ones. One of the largest,
The Philadelphia Electric Company [of Penna.] was
incorporated in 1902. Its rival was the United Gas

Improvement Company (U.G.1.) that had originally consist-

ed of gas companies alone, but had branched out into the

electric business. U.G.|. owned many companies in the

suburban counties that it consolidated into larger units.
(Continued on Page 4)
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(Continued from Page 3/

Electric energy was next applied to the field of
transportation. In 1892 electric motors replaced horses as
motive power for the railway lines that crisscrossed the city
on tracks {aid down the middle of the streets. Many boarded
the new horseless trolleys simply for the thrill of the ride.
The transit comparies for a while generated their own
electricity, but by 1910 began to purchase from The
Phiiadeiphia Electric Company.

Just as Phoenixville wouid do at a slightly later date, a
city trolley line provided an attractive destination as a
means of obtaining long-distance passengers. The entice-
ment was Willow Grove Park where there was a Ferris
wheel and other rides and the best bands in the land.

As might be expected progress was not made without
some dissention and arguments. On one occasion
Philadeiphia’s Select Council considered an ordinance
sermitting the use of oid gaslight standards for electric
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by Jack Shenkle.
company lights. A counciiman from the 25th ward was
opposed io the idea, but finally admitted: *'| may be under
the influence of liquor.”” 't fear you are’’ repiied the
presiding officer and amid confusion and violence the
objector was ejected from the chamber.

Anocther time a difference of opinion regarding the city's
utilities caused indignant citizens to gather at the Academy
of Music, and Wayne MacVeagh was the principal speaker.
MacVeagh was one of ocur home town Dboys, son of the
proprietor of the Mansion House on Bridge Street. He grew
up in Phoenixville and, being a bright fellow, graduated
from Yale and embarked on a distinguished political career.
During his arguments addressed to those assembled in the
Academy of Music, MacVeagh denounced the city
counciimen calling them **the most abandoned and ignorant
specimens of humanity God permits to live."”

Phoenixville had an electric company only a decade after
the first one in Philadelphia. L. Knowles Perot, of Bala,
relocated in 1892 to the borough and leased a factory on the

north side ot town that had tormeriy manutactured
industrial needles for textile mills. Perot placed steam-pow-
ered generators in the building and named his corporation
the Schuylkill Valley llluminating Company (SVico.) His
only business at that early date was street lighting for
Phoenixvilie, Royersford, Spring City and Mont Clare.

Anxious to create a demand for hcuse lighting, Perot
imitated tactics used in the city when Chestnut Street was
electrified. He approached John Vanderslice, a leading
citizen, and offered to wire his house for half price and have
the work completed in time for the marriage of
Vanderslice’s daughter, Maude, to Thomas A. Coffin.

The night of the wedding reception, the Victorian-style
mansion was a blaze of light from the ground floor clear up
to the cupola that rose above the roof line. The sight
attracted many onlookers, perhaps future customers, and
the story goes that a Pennsylvania Railroad train
approaching Phoenixville station halted for a full five

xville to Valley Forge trolley coming up Main Strect bill to Church Street. Drawing

minutes so passengers and crew could alsc witness the
spectacle.

While slow to relinquish kerosene lamps, iccal ciiizens
were eager io patronize our first electric trolley line. The
Montgomery & Chester Electric Railway Company in 1899
laid tracks between Spring City and Phoenixville and
situated its Bonnie Bras amusement park haif way between
the iwo towns. As in Philadeiphia, suburban troliey lines for
a time generated their own electricity. Those near to the
Schuyikili River used hydroeieciric power made availabie by
the fail of water at canal locks, or by the overfail of
Schuylkill Navigation Company dams. Electricity generated
at the Black Rock dam in Mont Clare was used by a trolley
that ran between Norristown and Reading.

K nowles Perot, in time, needed additional power for his
growing business and he, too, resorted to hydroeisctric
generation. He housed his machinery in a one-story brick
building near canal lock 59 at Cromby where the fall was

{Continued or Page 5)
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fContinued from Page 4}
almost 17 feet. The property had belonged to J. and W.
Rasor, and the station was sometimes called ‘‘Rasor’'s
Meadow Electric Plant.”” Its capacity was 350 kilowatts and
one customer was the nearby Phoenixville waterworks.

Our historical society has a monthly bill from SVico dated
7/26/1906 and made out to a Main Street lodge hall, the
Washington Castle of the Knights of the Golden Eagle. The
printed form indicates that Perot’s electric company at that
date had a substation on West Bridge Street and an office at
224 Bridge Street. Current registered on the lodge's meters
came to 42,000 Watt-Hours for which the charge was $5.10.

Sometime between 1906 and 1911 SVico was merged into
a larger firm, the Philadelphia Suburban Gas & Electric
Company, and this company sold power for our second local
trolley line that ran between the borough and Valley Forge
with Valley Park amusement center between the two
terminals. When electric rates were raised, however, the
transit company resorted to private generation and placed
steam-powered machinery at Williams Corner.

In 1918 the small Rasor’'s Meadow plant of the former
SVico was replaced by a 3-story building that housed
turbogenerators capable of producing 30,000 kilowatts. The
new plant was called Cromby Station and it sold electricity
over a wide area in Chester County. A second local
generating station, built by Suburban Counties Gas &
Electric Company and serving portions of Montgomery
County, was located on the Barbadoes lIsland in the
Schuylkill River at Norristown.

In 1928 U.G.l. acquired control of The Philadelphia
Electric Company, and in 1929 a merger occurred that
united city and suburban companies into one unit.
Philadelphia Electric Company was born. (‘‘The’” was
dropped from the former company name.)

In the interests of efficient and economical generation
over its now vast territory, Philadelphia Electric Company
took Cromby Station out of service. The property remained
vacant for a number of years until, in 1951, the grounds
were cleared and an up-to-date Cromby station was
completed three years later. Some local citizens remember
that during World War Il the unused 3-story Cromby No. 1
building was razed and its iron and steel contributed to the
nation’s scrap drive.

One of the turbogenerators at Cromby Station No. 2 was
the largest and most powerful on the system at the time of
its installation. The local plant, a Colossus compared to its
two predecessors, became part of Philadelphia Electric’s
giant power pool that supplied the city, and substantially all
of the southeastern part of Pennsylvania adjacent to the
city. In addition Philadelphia Electric Company, itself, and
neighboring electric companies were joined in a vast
interconnection that spread out over many parts of the East.

The applications of electricity invented in the present
century have lightened mankind’s labors, but at the same
time have increased to an alarming degree our dependence
on the willing servant. Demand is constantly climbing. The
annual residential consumption in the U.S.A. rose from 484
kilowatt hours in 1930 to 911 in 1940; 2,441 in 1950; 3,596 in
1960; 6,720 in 1970; and 8,816 in 1980. The upward spiral
continues.

Pressure on electric company officers to meet the demand
has resulted in the introduction, despite the risks, of nuclear
fission as a source of heat energy for the production of
slectricity. Curtailment of service, now, would be, a
nardship, almost a calamity. The roles have become
reversed. The servant seems more like a tyrannical master
who demands of us the valor to face up to a hazardous
situation. We are reminded of the 2,000 ironworks
employees back in 1879 who awaited arc lights. Will atomic

energy mean prosperity or disaster?

Philadelphia Electric Company has two nuclear plants, ¢
distant one at Peach Bottom and one quite close, across the
Schuylkill River in Limerick Township. The company
assures all nearby residents they wiil receive warning ir
case of accident and has installed a signalling syster
throughout a radius of ten miles. The signals are testec
regularly. Every first Monday of the month at 2 p.m. the
Phoenixville area is reminded of its ever-present danger. Ar
employee at Limerick presses a button, and everyone ir
town listens, some very uneasily, to the wails of the sirens,

Credits: Marie Ludwick, HSPA member who grew up ir
Cromby. History of the Philadelphia Electric Company by
Nicholas B. Wainright, Phila., 1961.

The newsclipping files of the Chester County Historica
Society Drawings on pp2 and 5 are from Phila. Electric Co.
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Some Inventions

With Dates

1899, Vacuum cleaner — 1905, electric iron — 1907,
motion pictures — 1912, heating pad — 1913, home
refrigerator — 1914, air conditioner — 1915,
electrification of Paoli Local — 1917, frozen food —
1920, radio broadcast aimed at general public — 1926,
pop-up toaster — 1931, popular television with Kate
Smith — 1933, FM radio perfected — 1935,
electrification of rural America — 1936, Fluorescent
lights — 1940, radar — 1943, electronic digital
computer — 1955, home deep freezer — 1957, nuclear
power plant at Shippingsport, Pa. — 1959, photocopier
L— 1961, videocassette recorder )

About the picture history book described in the
newsletter:

0 Yes, |/we would be interested
[J  No, I/we would probably not wish to
buy it

Name

Returning this form to HSPA, Box 552, Phoenixville,
PA 19460 in no way obligates you one way or the
other. We ara trying to determine the amount of
interest in this project.
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Jane Ritchey, local artist and former director of our
society, has created a hand-colored print of a scene from
ordinary life in the 1800s. The action takes place at High
and Main Streets in North Phoenixville. Buildings and roads
are copied from engravings in Futhey & Cope’'s 1881
‘‘History of Chester County.’' Some of the houses pictured
stand at the intersection today. The artist has added
horse-drawn conveyances, a stroller with parasol, a croquet
game in progress, children at play, etc.

The work is available in a signed, limited edition of 100
through the Virginia Lippincott Gallery, 223 Second Avenue
(tele: 935-2178.)

Well known for her drawings of area homes and
buildings, Ritchey contributed her art work for a number of
years to the Evening Phoenix. She also designed and sold
engagement calendars for the benefit of our society.

Ritchey calendars for the years 1987, 1988 and 1989, the
1990 calendar of Shenkle and Keim, and Jack Shenkle’s
1991 creation have become collectors’ items. They still find
purchasers at the HSPA museum and office.

Majolica Jottings

John R. (‘‘Majotica John'’) and Becky Boraten, HSPA
members, were speakers at the annual meeting of Majolica
International Society (MIS) held in May of this year in
Springfield, MA. They presented a slide lecture based on
their extensive collection of Etruscan majolica.

MIS members voted on the location of their 1993 meeting
and unanimously agreed to a return to Pennsylvania, the
state that hosted them two years ago.

Polly Wilbert is the new co-editor of the MIS newsietter.
She is known to us as the kind lady who gave our museum a
copy of Karmason and Stacke’s authoritative book on
majolica. Polly Wilbert has a special interest in the subject
since she is a great grandchild of Harry Griffen, partner in
the firm that operated at Church and Starr Streets. This

makes her the great great grandchild of the even more
notable John Griffen.

Donations
A large knife that came down in the family of William H.
Reeves Ill. Inscription on a silver plate in the handle reads:

‘‘Made of the first steel cast in Phoenixville — compliments
of Fred Heron.’’

An account book for the Pikeland Townships kept
between 1766 and 1910 containing auditors’ reports, school
board reports, and many other records. It is inscribed:
““This book is presented in the memory of George W.
Thomas, Sr., my grandfather, who served East Pikeiand
Township as treasurer, road superintendent, and townshig
clerk — Arthur W. Thomas, 206 Washington Avenue,
Phoenixville.”

Please . . .

The next time you visit the Phoenixville Public Library, or
the HSPA museum, ask to see the history book written by
the third graders of the Barkley and the Second Avenue
schools. We think you will be surprised at what the
youngsters accomplished. One of their mentors, Lois
Donovan of our society, reports that the design of the book
cover is the result of a ‘‘cover contest,’”’ and a boy in Second
Avenue school was the winner. The entire ‘‘printing’” was
hand-colored by the students.

Available to Researchers

The following may be consulted, but may not be removed
from the archives:

A bound photocopy of John Pennypacker’'s unpublished
autobiography, Vol. 1. Volumes 2 and 3 will follow.

A photocopy of the Quebec Bridge Inquiry bound into two
books, donation of Mike Vircsik.

Photocopies of the borough’s ‘‘Birth Certificate,”” a
collection of important documents dating to the 184¢
incorporation, which had been preserved and bound intc
book form by Gov. Samuel W. Pennypacker.

Suécessful Affair

The weather was perfect for last June's Strawberr
Festival. The quilt show and art exhibit were muc

appreciated. Refreshment sales and other revenue amouni
ed to $1,100.

Historical Society

Of the Phoenixville Area
P.O. Box 552
Phoenixville, PA 19460
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