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June Meeting

The quarterly mesting will take place at 7:30 p.m. on
Wednesday, June 9th, in our Social Hall at Church and
Main Streets.

Our speaker will be Robert S.Elmer, nature columnist for
The Phoenix and teacher at the Phoenixville Area Middle
School. He is on the Board of Directors of Schuylkill Canal
Association, Phoenix lron Canal and Trails Association,
Green Valleys Association, Schuylkill River Greenways
Association, and a member of the Steering Committee for
the Schuylkill River Heritage Park.

Elmer’s topic is the iron canal trail and he will tell us in a

ide-lecture why this small section of canal was built in
<~hester County with special emphasis on the Irish families
who lived and worked here.

Membership Report

The Society extends a hearty welcome to the following
new members: James Denithorne, Harold and Frances
Fitzgerald, Helen Harrop, and Kathleen Rais.

With regret we report the death of Adelaide Hennessey.

Jeffrey Foley has renewed his membership as a Friend of
HSPA. William Whitaker Griffen has made a special
contribution.

New Life for Old Patterns

Doris Sams, a sculptress who owns a thousand or more
molds, or patterns, that once belonged to the Phoenix Iron
Company, addressed our Society's quarterly meeting this
past March. Mrs. Sams told a large gathering of members
and their friends the present status of her unusual
occupation — giving new life to old patterns.

She first made sure all in her audience understood the
wooden objects were full sized replicas of parts in
iron-making machinery, and were used to cast metal
replacements when breakdowns occurred. Nowadays plastic
foam is used for the purpose, but in former times small
parts, like springs, and large ones such as flywheels, were
duplicated in wood by highly skilled carvers. They were

wrefully labeled. used again and again, and were stored in
.. special stone building on iron company grounds.

Sams hauled them away in seven of the largest U-Haul
trucks avatlable. She kept them in a vacant building near
Pottstown and sne busied harseif for two vears arranaina

selected patterns into fanciful figures of animals, or people,
or into abstract designs. A single one of her figures might
contain twenty old patterns. The first 75 of these sculptures
were exhibited in 1992 in shows at two major art galleries,
one at Ursinus College and one in Philadelphia.

Since that time she has shown her work at Cigna
Corporation in Philadelphia and Arrow International
Corporation at Reading, and a number have been purchased
and kept at these galleries for permanent exhibition. In
addition, she has been commissioned to craft wall reliefs for
public buildings. One, a memorial art work for the biology
lecture hall at Bryn Mawr College, was dedicated April 4th
of this year. The other was ordered by Arrow International
to decorate a long, vacant wall, and Sams made it with
eighty-five patterns.

The amazingly talented sculptress now works with the
patterns in a restored engine-repair building in St. Peter’s
Village, and any of our members who wish may visit and
watch her work.

Mrs. Sams brought a number of patterns with her to
the meeting and drew a round of applause when she
donated them to our Society. They are presently on display
in the museum.

Strawberry Festival
June 12

The annual Strawberry Festival, our biggest event of
the year, will be held Saturday, June 12, from 10 to 3. As
always it will be an enjoyable day and the lawn adjacent to
Society headquarters will be filled with activity. Strawberry
treats of every kind, including our famous strawberry
shortcake, will be ready for you, along with lunch from the
grill. There will be games for the children.

Please arrange with Dave Frees’ office, 933-4950, if you
would like to rent a craft table. Donations of items for the
flea market should be made ahead of time, preferably the
evening of the June 9 meeting. Centributions for the Bake
Sale will be much appreciated.

This year's added attraction is a walking tour of towr
conducted by Barbara Cohen. Tickets for the tour are $5
and Barbara will escort the group from 10:30 till noon
beginning and ending at Society headquarters.




New York City and Phoenixville
A 19th Century Success Story - §

By Miriam Clegg

with liustrations by Jack Shenkle
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Bonzano of Phoenixville s Hpitey

: R Dr. Hilbrr of New York
A transportation problem of the past century almost Though seemingly too weak for the task assigned them,
toppled New York from its post-Civil War position as the they could easily bear the weight of the roadbed and trains.
nation’s largest city. By the 1870s vehicular traffic in They were bolted by means of a cast iron flange to a thick
Manhattan had increased to the extent that it sometimes cap plate covering a foundation pier. Where attached to the
required two hours for workers in the residential portion to tracks, they branched into two arms like the limbs of a tree.
the north to reach their jobs in the industrialized southern Whenever necessary to prevent oscillation, Harvey erected
end of the island. y a second set of columns at the building line for bracing.
The congestion was due to Manhattan’s geography, the After three years West End and Yonkers Railway was
area being long and narrow and most of it hemmed in by purchased by a concern cailed the New York Elevated
the Hudson and the East Rivers. Animal power was the only Railway Company. A rival elevated line was erected a few
means of traveling from place to place other than railroad years later down the middle of Manhattan by an inventor
trains, and the latter were banned from New York in 1850 named Dr. Rufus H. Gilbert. Eventually there wouid be four
because steam locomotives scared the horses. All the public els in Manhattan plus el lines in Brooklyn.

vehicles, such as trolleys, vans, and hansom cabs, were
drawn by horses, and competing with them for space in the
overcrowded streets were private carriages, carts and drays,
also horse-drawn.

Transit companies alone employed more than 11,000
horses. The patient animals were capable of pulling burdens
at a rate of only 4 to 6 miles per hour and caused a serious
street-cleaning problem since each one might drop ten
pounds of fecal material per day. Under these unhappy
circumstances a public outcry was voiced for some sort of a
remedy.

No other U.S. city faced a similar dilemma. Most of our
towns had relatively large areas supporting much smaller
populations. Only London, England, was afflicted in the
same manner as New York, and London, in 1863,
established a very successful subway system.

The New York city fathers reached the conclusion they
must have a means of rapid transit either above the ground,
or beiow it as in London. They adopted the overhead plan
rather than the subway, not because an elevated road was
better, but because it was far cheaper to build and could be
completed in a great deal less time.

When the plan was made known, a number of men with
inventive minds came up with designs, and some of their
schemes were given a trial before a final selection was
made.

Charles T. Harvey's cable-car train, for example, was
lifted above the New Yaork streets on stout columns in 1868
by a company called the West Side and Yonkers Patent

SAMUEL J. REEVES

Railway. Harvey's invention is now rated the first urban Officer of Phoenix .'ron_ Co. and inventor of the

elevated railway in the world. The cable coaches were world renowned Phoenix Column

propelled by stationary steam engines. , The cable cars gave way to steam locomotive trains. The
Since many New Yorkers had opposed the idea on the engines were small, only half the size of locomotives usec

grounds that a derailed car falling to the streets below

; by standard railroad trains and, for fear of scaring the
would cause dreadful damage, Harvey’s small-sized cars horses on the streets below, the first engines were
had a peculiar design. They were “‘shadbellies.” The disguised in fanciful wooden frameworks. They were callec
central parts were depressed to within 4% inches of the “dummies’" for this reason. The disguises were abandonec
track which gave them a low center of gravity and enormous when it became apparent that New York's horses wer
stability. None of Harvey’s was ever overturned. accustomed to the odd sights and loud noises of the ¢

Harvey searched for suitable standards to raise the tracks city, they paid little attention to what was traveling ovel
above the street and discovered the Phoenix Column. a their heads. While elevated locomotives were built ven
recent (1862) invention of Samuel J. Reeves, vice president nearly like railroad engines. they lacked cowcaichers fo
of the Phoenix Iron Company in Phoenixville, PA. The Shvisus reasens )
wrought iron columns had an attractive, lacy appearance. ‘Convnued on Pags 3
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(Continued from Page 2)

Incidentally Dr. Gilbert was an M.D. who had studied
mechanical engineering prior to medicine and he was
interested in the els as a means of transporting the urban

oor to open air regions for health reasons.

All of New York's elevated lines found it advantageous to
purchase a great deal of their fabricated iron from Phoenix
Iron Company. Bridge materials had been manufactured by
the local concern for a long span of years, and an elevated is
essentially a long bridge. But many of the early contracts
were awarded also to others in the field such as the
Keystone Bridge Company, the Passaic Mills in New
Jersey, and the Edge Moor Company of Wilmington, Del.

In 1868 a separate bridge company was organized in
Phoenixville called at first, Clarke, Reeves & Co., and later,
Phoenix Bridge Company. Adolphus Bonzano, mechanically
trained in his native Germany, was chief engineer during
the el construction period, and three generations of the
Reeves family, while heading up the Iron Company were
also Bridge Company officers. John Griffen was general
superintendent of both businesses.

Those first shipments to New York were small since the el
system was only getting started, but the Phoenix companies
greatly appreciated the business. This was a difficult period
of time when the whale nation was suffering through the
lean years that followed the bank failures of 1873.

Our local iron company was especially vulnerable to the
disheartening economic conditions since it was saddled with
an immense, partially completed rolling mill started when
iron prices were high and orders were in excess of what
their old equipment could handle. During the years of the
depression the old mill could process all current orders for
iron, and the new building lay idle, a million dollars tied up

n a project that returned no interest but was subject to

taxes.

Samuel J. Reeves, by now the president of the company,
conserved resources during the depression by reducing the
workingman’s hours from 12 to 9, with a corresponding
reduction in salary, and afterwards even lowered the hourly
rate. He closed some departments, and as a final measure
laid off most of the single men who were not supporting
families.

Receipt of a contract from New York City to erect on the
rolling mill grounds an experimental el train seemed ¢
harbinger of better times to come. A different type o
elevated was under consideration for the Big City. It was
called ‘‘Stone’'s Patent Elevated Railway,”” named for the
inventor, Col. Roy Stone. Clarke, Reeves & Company wa
asked to build an elevated with a special kind of tracks anc
to try out an engine and cars manufactured and brough
here from a nearby railroad locomotive works.

The track was composed of three rails arranged so as t¢
form an inverted ‘'V,"" and the entire weight of the train fel
upon the top, or middle rail, while the other two, or side
rails, served merely to steady the vehicles.

In today’'s terms it would be called a ‘‘monorail.”” The
construction allowed little friction and the shortest of curve:
could be passed over with ease and without any dange
whatsoever. The cars accommodated 36 passengers anc
somewhat resembled shadbellies.

When all was completed a trial was made, and th
Borough was agog with interest when iron officials arrive
from New York, Philadelphia, and other noted places. Th
visitors came in special railroad cars equipped with ever
provision for comfort, even to cook and wine rooms, and th
chance to observe these luxuries was a delight to loci
spectators.

Whatever the drawbacks were is not a matter of recort
{Continued on Page 4,

The steam locomotive ran overbead supported by Phoenix Colimus. Horse traffic proceeded on the street below.

.



(Continued from Page 3)

but Col. Stone's invention was not accepted by its New York
backers, and monorails were never used in the streets of
Manhattan. Nevertheless the oddly designed train found its
own niche in American history. The following year was
1876, and the 100th anniversary of our nation was
celebrated at the Centennial Exposition in Fairmount Park,
Philadelphia. Phoenix lron Company moved the entire
structure to the exhibition grounds, and not by the Phila. &
Reading Railroad as might be expected.

THE BOOK

Information for this article was obtained from a
book, “The New York Elevated,” by Robert C.
Reed, A.S. Barnes & Co., Inc., 1978.

ANOTHER SOURCE
“Phoenixville Business Houses,” part of the
newsclipping files to be found in the Chester
County Historical Society library.

A THANK-YOU

Thanks are due the New York Historical
Society for a prompt answer to inquiries.

Newspapers of the day report that the iron girders, cars,
and locomotive making up the train were loaded on heavy
wagons drawn by six horses, and the cavalcade proceeded
via Valley Forge to the Lancaster Pike. Some difficulty was
experienced in getting the loaded wagons under the trestle
of Phoenix lron Company’s railroad, but the problem was
resolved by digging away the ground to gain extra
clearance. At the Centennial grounds all fair goers willing to
risk a lofty ride were encouraged to board the train to cross
the ravine between Horticultural Hall and the Main
Exhibition Hall. A photegraph was taken that is now in the
photographic collections of the Free Library of Philadelphia.
The label for the little train is ‘‘the prismoidal."”

Also exhibited at Fairmount Park was an elevated railway
engine that Baldwin Locomotive Works in Philadelphia had
manufactured for the New York els. Unlike the majority of
these engines that were named for some locality in the Big
City. this one bore the very appropriate title, *'Centennial.”

As elevaied travel became ever more popular, tracks were
laid further and further to the north of Manhattan. It was
not only a pleasant, but a speedy way to get around. Those
early els made a three-mile trip in only fifteen minutes, less
than halt the time of a horse-drawn streetcar.

Locomotives and cars, in time, became heavier. Though
still small in comparison to a 15 to 20 ton ground level
railroad car, the el cars weighed in at a hefty 8 to 11 tons.
The locomotives weighed around 15, with 2 maximum of 24
tons.

The strength of supporting columns was correspondingly
increased. A special cement made with cast iron borings
was used to fill the hollow Phoenix columns and was said to
lessen corrosion and deaden the noise. The columns were
placed 40 to 60 feet apart and the tops were bent outward
into four branches. two for lateral support and two for
iengitudinal stiffness. The roadway was supported on two

iron girders. each formed of two 12'* channel bars. All iron

was painted, including the stations and the stairs to reach
the station platforms.

The height of the el tracks above the ground level varied.
Mostly it ranged from 12 to 37 feet and passengers coulr
look in the second or third floor windows of buildings the
passed. But there was one stretch where the ground leve!
dipped and the el tracks were carried across on a level with
fifth-story windows. Passengers had to use an elevator ta
reach the platform of the station at the location. The height
permitted regular users to gaze out and admire their city,
and it provided a sort of roller-coaster thrill to New York’s
tourists. Ever increasing revenues caused the el lines to fall
prey to unscrupulous financiers and stock manipulators, but
nothing could interfere with their success.

By 1878 the dawn of a new prosperity had already
brightened the lives of Phoenixville residents. Besides
filling orders from home and abroad for other types of iron
work, Phoenix Iron and Bridge Companies in that year
completed their share of the Sixth Avenue el, and did so
more rapidly than any of the other contractors involved in
the project. They were now ready to start on 3%2 miles of el
line called the West Side Extension. A newspaper story
calculated that during 1878 the companies shipped a
record-setting 28,500 tons of bridge, beam and manufac-
tured iron and that 1879 would probably show a further
increase.

Clarke, Reeves & Company and the Phoenix Iron
Company inspired confidence in their customers because
they sold a high quality iron. Likewise their work was
thoroughly and conscientiously done and they were prompt
in filling orders. Samuel J. Reeves died in 1878 and his son,
David, was elected president. The young man, only 26 years
of age, was proud to be able to put the New Mill ir
operation.

The expectations for continued prosperity were very Soon
realized. In January of 1879 newspapers in Philadelphia,
New York, and West Chester startled the Delaware Valley
with the story that Phoenix Iron Company had received the
largest iran contract ever awarded to that date in the U.S.A.
The company had been selected to build an entirely new
elevated line that would run the length of Manhattan from
Bowling Green to the Harlem River, a distance of nearly
eight miles. Phoenix was not the lowest bidder, but was
chosen over other iron companies because of its excellent
reputation.

The contract called for 2,000 columns and 6,000 girders
— everything except foundations. ties, rails, switches, and
stations which New York would supply, although the
Phoenix works would erect the stations once they were
built. Because large numbers of express trains would be
run, specifications increased the strength of the new el by
thirty percent, making the factor of safety, eight — that is
to say, the structure would be eight times stronger than the
heaviest weight it was intended to carry would necessitate.
No expense was spared.

The big contract imposed Herculean efforts on the
Phoenixville companies. Their peak output had been 28,50C
tons in a year. They were now asked to supply 40,000 tons
Adolphus Bonzano, chief engineer, shrugged off the
problem. He was an energetic fellow and one time told ¢
customer seeking a railroad viaduct of record height: “*We'l
build you a bridge a thousand feet high, if you'll provide the
money."’

The Phoenix companies increased their facilities b,
leasing a vacant mill at Norristown, and they reopene
vacaied iron ore mines. Before the el period was over
Phoenixville was importing ores from Spain and Africa tha

{Continued on Page 5]



The Prismoidal

The drawing of the experimental
ratlroad car was made from an
actual photograph taken on the
Centennial fair grounds in 1876
and now in the photograpbic
collections of the Free Library
of Philadelphia. The railway
was constructed in Phoenix-
ville and transported to the

fair by wagons, along with

the engine and cars. Each

1"[5‘!1 T =h
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car beld 36 passengers, and
they were pulled by a small-
sized steam locomotive,

{Continued from Page 4)

resembled our native ores,
smelted.

Large shipments began leaving Phoenixville for New
York. One April morning 32 car loads from the lower works
and 22 from the New Mill were transported by the Phila. &
Reading Railroad, this being the greatest amount of iren
2ver shipped in one day. The route was via the Perkiomen
Railroad tracks to Allentown, where the cars were switched
onto the tracks of the Lehigh Valley Railroad. Bonzano sent
material so fast the New York elevated company scarcely
knew how to handle it. At one point 300 cars were
sidetracked at Perth Amboy waiting to be unloaded. The P
& R in consequence became short of rolling stock. Cars
from Phoenixville carried marking showing they must be
returned to the town painted in letters so large no railroad
dispatcher could fail to spot them.

The iron mills were worked double shifts of 12 hours
each, and employed 2,000 men. An average of 75 job
applicants lined up each day. The company rolled girders 90
feet in length, twice the maximum size thought possible
only a few years previously, and riveting machines were
installed that cut the time required by hand labor to
one-quarter. Seventy girders could be manufactured and
made ready for shipment in a day. Needless to say, the
deadline imposed by the contract was met.

As they neared completion in 1881, the New York
elevaled lines were a feature of street architecture the world
had never before seen. They became famous like the Eiffel
Tower, or the train shed of the OIld Penn Station in
Philadelphia, or the Brooklyn Bridge. Tourists loved them.
Those who could not come in person, viewed them through
stereoscopic cards sold in large quantities across the U.S.A.

Entire new neighborhoods grew up along the routes in
the north of Manhattan. All classes of New Yorkers used the
els, and at their peak in the 1890s they transported half a
million passengers daily. Their speed picked up, and the
average 'ime for a nine-mile trip was 35 minutes including
25 ten-second stops at stations. The els had nearly 300 miles
ot track. and when the 5-cent fares were totaled, the net
as per mile of track were far higher than those of

ievel railroad trains. As an example, the New York
: netted §7.457 per mile, while the Manhattan
re was 111 240

were rmxed wnh them and

=
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Despite the short héadway between trams — iess than a
minute at peak hours — and other hazards of elevated

travel, their safety record was truly amazing. There was
constant inspection and immediate repairs to the trains and
the structure itself. A faulty rail could be replaced without
interruption of service during the midnight to sunrise time
schedule. An 18-man gang was employed. Eight men would
lift the rails in and out, four would pull spikes, two adjust
the joint fastening, and four would respike. Coordination
had to be perfect to complete the work between trains which
in those hours ran every 7 to 15 minutes.

Electric streetcars eventually replaced horse-drawn
trolleys on the streets below, and the age of the motorcar
arrived. Yet the els kept going. In 1904 while still in popular
demand, there was a public takeover, and the el system was
thereafter run by the IRT (Interborough Rapid Transit.) The
els remained on the streets of New York City until at long
last the subways took their place.

The following is an inspired piece of journalism that
appeared in the Daily Local News of January 23, 1879. A
Phoenixvilie correspondent describes the jubilation in the
Borough when the very timely elevated contracts pulled the
town out of a serious depression:

““The strained pulsations of the laboring engines in our
mills are ceaseless now. The sun rises in the east and his
first ray tinges the ascending columns of smoke and steam.
He sets, and his last beam leaves them still ascending
through the night. We go to bed and the rumble and jumble
of machinery soothes us to sleep with a gentle lullaby. The
morning comes, and o’er the busy town the same low
symphony a matin is, and so from morn till night, and night
till morn, we are reminded that the dark hour is past, and
we are busy people once again. And those who speak with
authority say it will be so, and add with a smile of triumph
thay may be pardoned: ‘“We are compelled to refuse large
orders, because with our present facilities we are full of
work for months to come.”’

Actually the iron and bridge companies prospered for
many YEARS te come, and Samuel J. Reeves !l, fourth-gen-
eration president, maneuvered the companies through the
Great Depression of 1929 without once shutting down the
plant
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Ornamental

Balconies Bic
and Porches {:/

Chester Springs artist, Jane Ritchey, who is frequently a
newsletter illustrator, has rendered assistance to another
local organization. She designed notecards to be sold by
P.R.I.D.E., a volunteer group now raising funds for the
restoration of the Reeves Park bandshell. Ritchey’s cards
feature pen and ink sketches of Phoenixville’s ornate iron
balconies and railings.

Barbara Cohen has lent her talents to another worthwhile
cause. She designed a poster displaying photos of
Phoenixville porches, and this very attractive wall
decoration is offered for sale by the Chamber of Commerce.

Indian Artifacts

Members interested in cataloguing our Indian artifacts
meet every Tuesday evening at Society headquarters to
work on the collection donated by the late Rachel McAvoy.

Polly Croft, not long ago, turned over to us two Indian
points that she was lucky enough to find along the road near
Valley Forge Golf Course when she was only eleven years
old.

The museum was recently opened on a Saturday so that
two college students who study under Dr. Harper of Penn
State University could inspect our artifacts. They are writing
a paper, complete with photographs, about the McAvoy

collection.
Sundance Kid

The Sundance Kid became a legendary figure in tales of
the Wild West, but all the while his kinfolks knew he hailed
from Phoenixville and Mont Clare and that the family’s
burial plot is in Morris Cemetery. A recently published book
recounts the true story. It is called ‘‘Sundance: My Uncle,”’
by Donna Ernst, and may be purchased from the author, or
consulted in the Phoenixville library.

Flea Markets

Everyone loves our flea markets. The last one brought in
$473 from the sale of flea items and $213 from food
prepared by George and Dottie Kulp. Peg Keenan would
like all generous donors to know that the flea items may be
donated at any time that is convenient to the member ai
will be stored until a sale date comes up. Please ask anyone
who is clearing out a house to remember our Society.

Mercury Historian

Connie Bretz, long time member, writes a column about
local history that is published the last Wednesday of each
month in The Mercury newspaper. Her subjects have
included Scape Level, the Colonial Theatre, Schuylkill
Friends Meeting House, the Toonerville Trolley, Majolica
Ware, the Oldest Tree, etc. Her sources of information are
sometimes the HSPA newsletter and the Archives.

Dear Little Dollies

Fifty to a hundred years ago no one would believe that
little girls’ dolls would be sought after as collectibles.
Nevertheless the mother of one of our members saved them
just as though she could foresee that when her daughter
reached 80 years of age she would want to display them in a
historical society museum. Such is the origin of the very
nice doll exhibit in our museum cases. They came down in
Marie Weinmann’s family.

THE MUSEUM IS OPEN first Sundays of the month from
1 till 4. Hosts for June 6 are Philip Lull and Irvin Meeser;
July 4, closed for the holiday. Aug. 1, Lois Donovan and
Ruthann Maxfield. The office and museum are open
Wednesdays and Fridays between 9 and 3.

Slate of Officers

A tentative list of officers for 1993-4 has been drawn ug
by the nominating committee as follows: Chairman of the
Board, Joanne Brown; President, Mark Chester; Vice
President, Peg Trunk; Treasurer, Bob Deger. Nominated tc
the Board of Directors are: Jim Denithorne, Bob Larkin,
Mary O’Donnell Stuart, Kathleen Rais, Emmanuel DeMutis
and H. Brent Bamberger. Additional nominations will be
accepted.
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