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September Banquet

The banquet meeting is scheduled for Wednesday, Sept.
14, at Columbia Station in Phoenixville. The cash bar will
open at 6 p.m. with dinner at 7 p.m. Tickets are $18 and may
be purchased at Frees Insurance, or at the HSPA office on
Wednesdays and Fridays. Reservations may also be arranged
by phoning Frees Insurance, 933-4950, and pay at the door.
Please respond early as last-minute reservations are hard to
handle.

Our speaker will be Rick Wolf of Valley Forge Park. His
opic, "the Villages of Valley Forge," deals with industries
established along Valley Creek in the 1800s and includes the
Potts family, iron making, and the railroad.

Activities in the Social Hall

The Society's hall will be used Wednesday, Oct. 5, by the
Charlestown Historical Society that has scheduled a lecture on
Etruscan majolica and expects large numbers to attend. Any of
our members who wish are invited to join them.

Electricity

Joseph Schival, Peco Energy mechanical engineer,
addressed our June quarterly meeting, and he focused his
remarks on the company's nearby Cromby Station that is
situated on the Schuylkill River just north of the borough.

He says electricity has been generated at the location since
1903, and he brought along a photo of the first small plant.
The facilities were enlarged in 1918. The name Philadelphia
Electric Company was not used here until a merger occurring
in 1929 united city and outlying suburban companies into one
unit. In the interest of efficient operations Philadelphia
Electric took Cromby and some other small plants out of
operation. But later, after the close of World War II caused the
use of electricity to skyrocket, a new plant was built at the site.
For a short period after its installation, the new Cromby was
the largest and most powerful generating plant on the entire

ystem.

Both railroads were anxious to haul coal for the big new
plant, and Phoenix Bridge Company rushed to span the
Schuylkill with a railroad bridge so the Pennsy could compete
with the Reading. HSPA member. Mike Vircsik. tells us he

worked on the speeded-up project.

Cromby nowadays can operate with natural gas, oil, or
coal, whichever is cheaper.

The natural life of a fossil fuel plant is only forty years
since water in the boiler eventually erodes the tubes. Peco
Energy has replaced a whole section of Cromby's boiler at a
cost of $3 million, and the plant is now good until the year
2010.

Compliance with the Clean Air Act forced the company to
install a scrubber. Peco Energy must also abide by wildlife
regulations.

Whereas Limerick, a nuclear fuel plant, evaporates its
cooling water into the atmosphere, Cromby discharges warmed
water back into the river. Fish must enjoy the warmth of the
heated discharge since they congregate near the outlets. A
sudden lowering of the temperature would kill them. On the
other hand, too much heat would deprive them of the oxygen
they require. Employees must adjust operations accordingly.

Peco Energy belongs to a vast interconnection of
generating plants. But even with this precaution against failure
in service, last winter's peak usages made the company resort to
rolling blackouts and to urge conservation.

Notes on the Mural

Last-minute changes in the proposed design of the mural
resulted in three additions: the old Phoenixville Hospital
building, the cover of the Starr Street majolica firm's catalog,
and an American Indian. Artists Meg Fish and Michael Webb
selected prototypes from the picture files at our Historical
Society.

Barbara Cohen, mastermind of the Renaissance Project,
feels grateful for the way volunteers at HSPA worked along
with the artists over the months of preparation. Barbara is
likewise impressed with the large body of information
assembled and filed in the archives during the Society's
relatively short existence.

The fame of the mural is spreading. As a result of advance
publicity, Chester Springs Studio's Center for the Visual Arts
added a mural workshop to their usual summer programs. Meg
Fish was the instructor, and was happy to get more people
involved in the intricacies of her art specialty.



The Phoenix

Phoenixville's old houses were erected at a time of
worldwide social change. Most of the early ones were built to
accommodate the influx of workmen attracted to the borough
because of its rapidly growing iron industry. A very few,
however, housed the top executives who constituted our upper
class.

Here, as elsewhere, only the two classes of society existed
before 1850. Then improved economic conditions in our newly
industrialized nation caused the rise of a third social order, the
great middle class.

Iron Company property extended on both sides of the
French Creek and the laborers' houses, many of them company-
built and, at first, company-owned, occupy streets in both north
and south Phoenixville that border the grounds. Middle class
houses, built at a later date on larger lots, are on the outskirts
of town.

The people who built the larger houses were heads of
departments at the Iron Company, textile manufacturers,
bankers, store keepers, etc., and they chose styles of
architecture to suit their way of living. The Late Victorian
Style was a favorite around 1890, followed by Colonial
Revival. Architects exerted themselves to please the new tastes
and soon came up with a host of late styles loosely grouped as
Eclectic since the details were selected from many sources.

Our artist, Jane Ritchey, has drawn a pen-and-ink sketch
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of a Late Victorian house at 420 S. Main Street erected by John
Dismant, president of the National Bank of Phoenixville. Note
especially the turret topped with a finial and the tall, slender
chimneys. The town boasts of a number of these eye-catching
houses, all of them charming.

For a while our middle class ancestors seemed to explore
every possible way a house could be ornamented. They used
projecting bay windows; delicate, tarned wood trim; fancy,
bracketed cornices, etc. Then a reaction set in. The next
generation wearied of excessive decoration and attempted a
return to the simpler styles of early America. These houses are
called Colonial Revival.

Some "Revival" houses simply imitate certain features of
former styles, such as symmetrical composition, or the use of
pilasters and columns. A few, however, are copies of old-time
colonial homes made with such attention to details they can
easily be mistaken for originals. Window sashes are usually a
clue as to the actual date of construction.

A house once owned by Samuel Whitaker Pennypacker is
an illustration of how confusion can arise. A native of
Phoenixville, Pennypacker was author of "The Annals." Ir
later life, about the time he was elected governor of
Pennsylvania, he purchased and restored a nearby Montgomery
County property belonging to a distant cousin and known since
1747 as "Pennypacker Mills."

Late Victorian dwenmg at 42.0 S. Main Street, named for its first owner, the " Dismant House"
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The new owner made the old miller's house into a fine
country mansion and used it as his summer home while he
served in Harrisburg, then as his main house until his death in
1916. Being a historian as well as a lawyer and politician, the
Govemnor cherished Pennypacker Mills because of its
association with General George Washington during the
Revolutionary War. But should the mansion, now opened as a
museum, be called a restored colonial home, or is it not, strictly
speaking, a house built in Colonial Revival architecture?

An English Tudor house was erected in 1914 at 210
Virginia Avenue, Phoenixville, that is notable because of its
construction. It is a fireproof house, an idea that started in 1871
when the Phoenix Iron Company built a rolling mill of iron,
slate, and glass. The rolling mill was copied by organizers of
the nation's Centennial Exposition for the main exhibition hall
of the giant-sized world's fair held in Fairmount Park,
Philadelphia. )

Frank P. Norris, vice president of the Phoenix Iron, Steel,
and Bridge companies, likewise avoided combustible materials.
He built the Virginia Avenue home out of concrete and steel
and it, too, had imitators, as two other Phoenixville houses are
constructed in the same manner.

A former home owned by Frank Norris was Wayside Farm
on White Horse Road and was frequently mentioned in his son,
Jack's Daily Republican column, "Purely Personal.” But the
most famous Norris home, owned by an earlier generation of
the family, was not in Phoenixville, but in Gettysburg, Pa.

In 1879 Frank Norris's parents purchased Redding
Furnace Farm near the Civil War battlefield, and little Frank
lived there until manhood. In course of time the place became
the property of Dwight D. and Mamie Eisenhower and was the
country's summer White House after "Tke" was elected
president. The newspaper columnist visited the vicinity in the
1950s and was invited to the house so he could tell its famous
occupants how it looked when his grandparents owned it. The
President showed Jack Norris Civil War dumdum bullets he
had pried loose from trees growing on the battlefield estate.

Another important middle class house may be seen on Nutt
Road, Phoenixville, between Manavon and Starr Streets. It was
built by Peter L. Szlapka, design engineer for Phoenix Bridge
Company. Szlapka was born in Poland and educated at the
Royal Polytechnic Institute of Hanover, Germany. The
architecture of his home is called Eastern Stick Style.
The decorative "stick work" suggests the structural frame.

The noted bridge expert was unfairly blamed for a design
flaw at the tme of the Quebec bridge collapse. Sometime
afterwards he left the Bridge Company and was employed as
structural steel engineer for the Broad Street subway then
under construction in Philadelphia. Like many townspeople of
the period who worked out of town, Szlapka commuted by the
Reading Railroad. The wolley line had stopped running so
Szlapka walked to and from the station. Old-timers relate he
had a brisk stride and a proudly erect bearing.

Three good-sized factory buildings, all period pieces, were
erected in the borough at the end of the 19th century. They
were the textile manufactories of hometown entrepreneurs, and
they flourished for many years before succumbing to the larger
field of competition that developed after World War II. Built

with brick molded from local clay, they match the much
admired and cherished red brick row houses of our historic
district.

One building, located at Franklin and Grant Streets, was a
silk mill that had ties with New York City. It produced a wide
variety of silk ribbons, a product heretofore imported into the
United States. Jacob Salathe was superintendent. It has since
been converted for use by the Budd Company, makers of plastic
products.

A cabinet shop at the corner of Prospect Street and Church Alley was re-
made into a luxury home. Church Alley is the town's sole cobblestone street.
The paving blocks were removed from the approaches of the original Gay
Street bridge when a new bridge was built at the same location.

The factory at Hall Swreet and Lincoln Avenue was used by
William H. and J.C. Parsons, along with Charles J. Baker, to
manufacture ladies' knit cotton underwear.

A similar, but larger and earlier knitting mill, stands at
Morgan Street and Lincoln Avenue, and this is where Thomas
F. Byme made ladies' and children's ribbed underwear at the
rate of 3,000 dozen daily and shipped them all over the
country. His side line was corset laces, plus a full line of silk
and cotton shoelaces.

The manufacturers displayed typical middle class "git-up-
and-go." Byrne was the son of an Irish immigrant, and worked
at first as machinist at the Iron Company. He has contributed.
three registered historic sites to the town - the factory, a
French Chateau Style mansion on Main Street, and a
Romanesque-Gothic Revival church building used by St
Ann's parish.

A pre-World Wars style that gained a foothold in the
country around 1890 was the ever-popular Bungalow. The
name is a Bengal-Indian word adopted inio the English
language during the long span of years that Great Britain ruled
the sub-continent of India. Indian bungalows were lightly built,
one-story houses with thatched roofs and a veranda. The trans-
planted bungalow is solidly built, but has some similarities.
The design has shallow pitched, broad gables; a large gable
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This Eastern Stick style house on Nutt Road was built by Peter L. Szlapka, design engineer of the ill-fated Quebec bridge

covering the main portion of the house, and a lower gable over
the veranda, or porch. Veranda, incidentally, it also a
transplanted Indian word.

Phoenixville bungalow builders relied on mail-order
working specifications and the economy of pre-cut lumber to
keep the price down. This permitted large numbers to realize
the American dream of owning a single-family dwelling.

An advertisement inserted by Morris P. Penrose in the
Daily Republican indicates the low cost of the pre-fabs.
Penrose, who was a previous owner of Shanaman's Bridge
Street lumber yard, offered to sell the hemlock framing lumber,
white pine siding, and cedar shingles needed to build such a
house for $1,138. A picture of an actual finished bungalow and
its floor plan are part of the ad.

The people who live in Phoenixville have always been
interested in the preservation of landmarks, which explains
why another type of housing is part of the local scene. One-
room schoolhouses, made obsolete by the consolidation of
township schools, have been converted into houses, and indeed
make very atiractive dwellings. The buildings were constructed
over the years whenever population growth made a new one
necessary. Most of the early ones were built shortly after
passage of the 1835 Pennsylvania School Law that guaranteed
all children a free public education. One-room schools were
invariably well built and had simple, pleasing lines. They were
spaced to be within walking distance of the students, though
some of the distances now seem excessive.

The following account pertains to the discussions that led
to centralized schools and school buses:

In the summer of 1929, and on through the 1930s, a man
driving a slightly battered station wagon was frequently seen in
the vicinity of Main and Bridge Streets. He dined at the
"Bridge Street Eating House," a Greek restaurant run by John
Sotier. His preference in lunches was steak, mashed potatoes, a
vegetable, and a glass of milk, for which he paid 75 cents and
left a 15-cent tip. The visitor chatted with passersby at the busy
intersection and liked to discuss education, politics, farm crops,

and other timely topics.

Most of the people who met him had no idea they wer
talking to Owen J. Roberts, Justice of the Supreme Court of th
United States from 1930 until retirement in 1945. Th
distinguished jurist had a farm near Birchrunville that hi
family occupied in the summer months and which later becam
their year-round home.

Justice Roberts was an ardent proponent of a plan to buil
large centralized schools and bus the children. He believe
students would thereby receive a higher-quality education. I
addition Chester County needed expanded facilities since larg
numbers of children from middle class families now remaine
in classes through all four years of high school.

At the present time a nearby school district and hig
school bear the Justice's name, and students at Owen J. Robert
high school have published an informal biography of thei
namesake. The following quote showed that his affection fo
Phoenixville continued over the years:

"When Phoenixville celebrated its Centennis
Anniversary (1949), the Governor of Pennsylvania, at th
last moment, broke his promise to be the speaker at Uniol
Field after the big parade. Justice Roberts took his place o
a day's notice." The biography goes on to relate that the kin
hearted 74-year-old gentleman afterwards sat for three hour
on the reviewing stand, late at night, listening to bands an
songs, and watching various antics, when everyone realized h
probably would have preferred to be home in bed.

In the decades that followed consolidation, one-roor
schools throughout Chester County became availabie fo
housing. Five, converted in the Phoenixville area, are herewit
listed: Valley Forge School on Valley Park road; Pawling, o
Pawling Ford Road; Schuylkill, on Valley Forge Road; Oa
Grove, on Pothouse Road; and Pickering at Valley Park an
Clothier Springs Roads.

The Diamond Rock schoolhouse, an historic building i
Tredyffrin Township, has been preserved for posterity by it
Old Pupils' Association. Since this school dates to 181¢



parents, for the first seventeen years, were liable for tuition
fees.

The Phoenixville generation that existed in the heyday of
the Iron Company and that built and lived in Late Victorian
houses was the same group of individuals that delighted in
majolica. The middle class alone supported the Griffen, Smith
& Hill pottery that produced the colorful earthenware at
Church and Starr Streets in the 1880s. Their ancestors were
hard workers, but had little to spend beyond necessities. The
upper class preferred fine porcelains, made in limited
quantities by superbly skilled artisans. Majolica was exactly
right for the class that was lower than the Prince, but higher

than the pauper. It was rich-looking, artfully crafied, and being

mass produced, was easily obtained and inexpensive.

Of all the majolica potteries working at the same period
throughout the U.S.A., Phoenixville's was the best and wok
first place in the competition held at the New Orleans world's
fair in 1884. The craze lasted until 1903 and then the fickle
patrons found other ways to spend their money. Nowadays, to
the satisfaction of those who never lost faith, the scarcity of
surviving pieces has driven the price to levels where majolica
collecting is a respectable occupation. Even the Philadelphia
Museum of Art was not too proud o accept some pieces
donated to them by one of our members.

One more type of architecture should be included in this
survey because it is one of the few with strictly American
origins. The Prairie Style house is the creation of the noted
architect, Frank Lloyd Wright, and it dates to the period 1900
to 1920. A dwelling built in this style is one, or sometimes two
stories, and in either case the projecting eaves of the roof give
it a low, horizontal look. Wright designed the house to blend
with the level, treeless lands of the Mississippi Valley, but

The Buckwalter-Morgan school, formerly on Main Street, was a good
example of one-room schoolhouse architecture

Diamond Rock octagonal school in Tredyffrin Township has been preserved
intact by its Old Pupils' Association

many were built all over the country on small suburban lots.

Ladies' Home Journal magazine introduced Wright to its
nearly one million subscribers, and thousands of working
specifications for the Prairie House were sold to interested
readers for as little as five dollars.

Some of the very atiractive houses on avenues to the south
of Nutt Road are very likely the product of this form of
architectural promotion. .

One of our members recently took a walk around town and
jotted down historic sites he thought noteworthy. Readers are
invited to examine the list and made additional nominations:

He liked 334 Third Avenue, 901 and 910 Gay Street, 155
Main Street as well as 201, 207, 416, 801, §35 and 850. He
also admired 299 and 330 Fourth Avenue, 210 Virginia
Avenue; 213, 215, 217, and 219 High Street, 200 to 208 Bridge
Street; Hotel Washington and the Fountain Inn.

In conclusion we might point out that Phoenixville may
have suffered the loss of its industries and no longer enjoys the
benefit of the throngs of people who kept the downiown
shopping district active. Nevertheless it has retained most of its
old buildings and these are a remendous asset.

A further allurement is in the offing, a 3-1/2 story-high
mural celebrating our place in Pennsylvania's industial
history.

The Borough is named for the Phoenix, a mythological
bird that was reborn. When destroyed by fire it arose again
from its own ashes. Next to the mural is a plot of ground
named Renaissance Park which also signifies rebirth, precisely
what is needed for the fortunes of Phoenixville,



Bricks for the Park

As everyone in town knows by now, the
northwest corner of Main and Bridge
Streets will be a focal point of a revitalized Phoenixville. The
lot where a commercial building once stood is being turned
into a small-scale, landscaped park. On the blank wall of the
adjacent building artists are painting a giant-sized, history-
oriented mural.

A feature planned for Renaissance Park, as it is called, is
a map of the confluence of French Creek with the Schuylkill
River made with about 1600 paving bricks supplied by the
McAvoy Vitrified Brick Co.

To defray the cost of the project contributors can buy
bricks at $50 apiece, and each one will be lettered with a
name, or any other tiny message the donor chooses. Sales of
bricks have gone well so far, but more may be purchased up
until a deadline set for October 1.

An inscribed brick is a lasting record, but not gloomy like
a tombstone. This is a fun sort of thing. Years from now,
when today's small children are grown, they will be able to
pick out names on the bricks, perhaps find their own. Old
families are taking this opportunity to memorialize their
ancestors. New families could use this method to announce
their presence in our midst.

New Look

The large room that contains our museum and another
room soon to be added have new carpets, thanks to the
generosity of Jim Denithorne. Joanne Brown has added hand-
tailored draperies for the windows using a printed material
with a majolica motf.

Illinois Inquiry

An appeal for help was recently received from Tracy M.
Shepard, a Normal, Illinois engineer, who wants to place a
local bridge built in 1906 on the National Register of
Historical Sites.

The bridge, which is currently in need of restoration, in
the old days carried two lanes of auto traffic ever the tracks of
the Illinois Central Railroad and later, after that was
discontinued, over an asphalt walking trail.

The span is supported with twelve columns. Upon close
examination Mr. Shepard has discovered in raised printing on
each support the words: "Phoenix Iron Co. - patented June 17,
1862." They appear to be quite old, and Mr. Shepard thinks

the columns were salvaged from some previous bridge. He
inquired of our Society what sales had been made by
Phoenixville to the Illinois railroad. "Arc there any other
bridges like ours still existing?" he asked. "What is the history
of your bridge company?”

Mike Vircsik, a former employee of Phoenix Bridge Co.,
consulted records in the archives and mailed a reply. In
return, Mr. Shepard made a conwibution to our Society. He
also sent us xeroxed pages from a book-entitled "American
Buildings-Materials and Techniques from Colonial to
Present,” by Carl W. Condit. The pages give detailed
information about the use of Samuel Reeves' patented
invention in the construction of the Washington Monument.

Well Attended Events

Last June's Strawberry Festival attracted a large gathering
and raised $1,200 for the Society's reasury.

The following month our booth at Kimberton Fair was
also well patronized. We commemorated the 50th Anniversary
of World War II using artifacts loaned to us by the museum of
the 111th Infantry of PA National Guard.

A Wish Granted

The Society was awarded a grant of $20,000 to help
restore the slate roof of our headquarters. The award was
made by Pennsylvania Historical and Museum Commission,
administrators of the new statewide grant program approved
in the Nov. 1993 election. Voters said "yes" to a referendum
authorizing aid to certain categories of applicants for historic
preservation.

Membership Report

Welcome to new members Antony Vickery, Angeline
Gausch, Anne Havrilla, Priscilla Waggoner, Elizabeth Meier,
William McIntyre, Paul Slaninka.

With regret we report the deaths of Philip Fretz, Elizabeth
Deery, and Robert Funk.

A contribution: The Society is grateful for an anonymous
donation of $5,000 for the building fund.

Museum Openings
The museum is open first Sundays of the month from 1-4.
Hosts Sept. 4 are Peg Trunk, Laura Robb; Oct. 2 Frances
Babacz, Esther Cody; Nov. 6 Mark Chester; Dec. 4 David
Frees.
Office and museum open every Wed. and Fri. 9 to 3.
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