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Quarterly Meeting December 13

The quarterly meeting will take place Wednesday, movement of mail in Chester County from 1800 to 1900.
Dec. 13, at 7:30 p.m. in the Social Hall at Church and Emphasis will be placed on Phoenixville and West
Main Streets. Chester.

Our speaker will be William R. Schultz, a national and Door prizes will be distributed, and a prize will be
international award-winning postal historian, who works in  given to the winner of a short quiz which Mr. Schultz will
Phoenixville and lives in West Chester. Mr. Schultz will conduct.
present a lecture/discussion, illustrated with slides, on the His topic is entitied, "Why 32 Cents is a Deal Today!"
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Decorated Tiles

For the past six years Phoenixville Federal Savings
and Loan Association has given decorated tiles to
subscribers of the Christmas Club. Each year the tile
shows some historic Phoenixville-area scene, and the
design is composed and executed by Jane Ritchey, the
same local artist who illustrates articles published in our
newsletters. Some lucky tile collectors own a complete set
of six.

Jane's production for 1995, shown on page 1, displays
a group of carolers gathered on the lawn of 420 Main
Street on Christmas Eve a little over a century ago. They
are serenading the family of John S. Dismant, who was
president of a Bridge Street bank. His bank was, in fact,
the same building now used by The Phoenix newspaper.
As was the custom, the home owners responded with
refreshments.

Jane's carolers wear clothing typical of the period, and
she has carefully replicated every detail of the Victorian-
style dwelling. The same attention to historical accuracy is
apparent in all of her tiles.

Jane's projects begin with preliminary skefches
submitted to Richard A. Kunsch, president of Phoenixville
Federal Savings & Loan Assn., and Mr. Kunsch has only
two restrictions. The scene must be a place in the
Phoenixville area, and since the tile celebrates the winter
holidays, should portray a cold-weather activity.

The 1990 tile took the viewer to the skating rink of the
Phoenixville, Valley Forge and Strafford trolley line park.
The locale for the next year's tile was a local portion of the
Schuylkill Canal.

In 1992 Jane drew the people boarding, or leaving, the
Pickering Valley Railroad train that was stopped at the
Kimberton Station. Sleighs were arriving to meet the train,
and forty-gallon tin cans of milk from neighboring dairy
farms were being loaded onto the freight car.

The next tile showed ice harvesting at the old
Pickering ice dam on Route 29. The business was owned
by the American Ice and Coal Company, and Jane gives
an accurate presentation of how this task was performed.
Last year's 1994 tile showed Bridge Street in downtown
Phoenixville after the big 1911 snowstorm. All available
labor was needed to restore traffic.

The buildings in Jane's works are drawn either from
life or from vintage photographs. Her autos are antique
models, and she doesn't forget electric and trolley wires,
or the signs on buildings, or the correct harness and reins
on the horses.

Notice how she makes her scenes come alive through
activities. Men, women and children, all in period costume,
wave greetings or shake hands. Some carry packages.
Hats blow off heads; children take spills; dogs run beside
sleighs, or open their mouths and add to the sounds made
by carol singers.

We wonder what her next tile will be? We're sure by
this time she has already selected the subject.

Cemetery Secrets

Harry Dieh! of Wilmington, DE, is a frequent visitor to
our area. He has ancestors buried in Morns Cemetery
and for the past five or six years, has spent a gocd deal of
spare time wandering through the grounds. Besides his

family graves, he looks for interments of people who have
taken part in historic events, or were otherwise notable.

Diehl has lately become concerned about the
deterioration noticeable in many of the tombstones. Before
too long, he says, the lettering will be indecipherable. The
endangered grave markers were shaped from limestone,
which doesn't last. Marble seems to last a little longer, bu
still is not nearly so impervious to the weather as granite
or sandstone.

One solution would be to make a record of the
markings, and for this purpose Diehl appealed to the
Pennsylvania Genealogical Society in Philadelphia tha
shares facilties with the Historical Society of
Pennsylvania. They promised him they would senc
someone to Morris Cemetery, but the agent became il
and failed to follow through with the assignment.

Diehl has since taken up the matter with HSPA. He
says a group recruited from our membership could very
easily preserve the information by using modern
technology. Seventy-five percent could be done with a
camcorder, the rest with old-fashioned rubbings.

The Wilmington resident likes our cemetery because if
is cosmopolitan. Buried here are many immigrants from
foreign lands, drawn to the region by the opportunity for
work in the iron company. He found a Hungarian grave
bearing a coat of arms, and talked to the owner of the plof
about it. Then he has found graves of a governor, a medal
of honor winner, a judge, many ministers of differeni
denominations, and other notables.

The Civil War statue Diehl finds especially effective,
and our HSPA volunteers have informed him it was
erected soon after land for the cemetery was purchased in
1866. The first Board of Managers of the new cemetery
was David Reeves, president, Nicholas Bean, Joel Fink,
John Vanderslice. NM. Ellis, Levi Prizer, and Levi B.
Kaler. They set aside a lot for the interment of deceased
soldiers and arranged for the monument to preserve
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) 1829 Map Reappears

S. W. Pennypacker placed an early map of
Phoenixville in the front of his book, “The Annals of
Phoenixville and Its Vicinity," published in 1871. This
layout of the town as it looked in the old days has piqued
the curiosity of generations of his readers. For this reason
it is quite exciting that the hand-drawn original of the
printed map recently turned up in the hands of a New
Hampshire antiques dealer.

The map was made by a draftsman who signed his
name "M. Robinson,” and dated his work "February 16,
1829." It was ordered by the Philadelphia iron dealers,
Reeves & Whitaker, and it designates the location of the
fown as a part of Schuylkill Township. (The borough was
7ot carved out of the township until twenty years later )

Recent research reveals that Robinson's full name
was Moses Robinson, and he was a schoolteacher and
influential citizen who lived in a house that still stands on
the grounds of the present Meadow Brook Golf Club.

The amateur cartographer must have studied property
surveys of the area since his map has linear and angular
measurements  such as surveyors use. Also, his
boundaries are indicated in the same old-time way with
walnut, oak and elm stumps as marks; even a stone, a
rock, and in one case, a limestone. Robinson included
property lines in his map with the names of the owners.
He sketched in three streets, one of them called "Road to
Jacobsford on Schuylkill River." (After a bridge replaced
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the ford, this road was renamed "Bridge Street.")

Most of the land was farmed, as suggested by the
word "meadow.” There was then only one church, locatet
at the present Main and Church Streets. Robinson labels i
"German Baptist," although The Annals calls it the
Mennanite Church. Regardless of name it must be the
same structure that is now our Society's headquarters
The plot of land on the far corner, marked "graveyard,
according to The Annals was the Starr family buria
grounds. Waters from the small tributary streams tha
Raobinson shows on his map are now carried to the Frenct
Creek in underground conduits.

Little pictures of houses, barns, and a market are
dotted over the map, and of these the nail factory can be
recognized by the arches for water inlets.

For many years the front of The Annals was aimos
the only source of this kind of data. Then, a year ago
Peter Brown, our society's president, spotted a framec
original, much wider in scope, and so of more value thar
the printed map. A New Hampshire dealer offered it foi
sale at the annual antiques show held at the CAT
Pickering School. Brown bought the treasure. It is possible
the map passed out of Pennypacker ownership when the
ex-governor's furnishings were sold at auction following
his death in 1916.

Brown has been researching the cartographer and
was delighted to find that Robinson's home at a later date
was owned by his own maternal ancestors, the Campbell
family.




Our New Roof

The news is out! Qur headquarters is to have a new
roof The Board of Directors is attending to the
arrangements.

Since it is our good fortune to .be one of the very few
Chester County historical societies to own a building, the
following article will demonstrate how the building has
been renovated and put to good use.

Our charter members plastered, painted, performed
carpentry work, and wired for electricity and telephone a
somewhat neglected historic church building. Through
their efforts we gained a social hall, with kitchen, for our
own meetings, and to rent occasionally to other
organizations.

Some of the space is used for @ museum that makes
possible permanent display of important items, and
temporary display of items in storage that give variety, and
that appeal to specialized interests. The storage rooms
allow us to accept most all donated objects. We have an
office with library shelves for books and manuscripts.

Over the years since the building was adapted to our
purposes, the historical society has grown and prospered,

Historic Church Building That Is HSPA Headguarters
Drawing by Jane Riichey

and it is time we reviewed our achievements.

We have attracted high-quality quarterly meeting
speakers. Consider the fact we once entertained in that
capacity Jane Davidson, county preservation officer: and
Charles Blockson, Temple University professor and
recognized authority on black history. Then there was
Henry Jordan, expert on water-powered mills; and Doris
Sams, top-notch modern sculptress. There were many,
many others with similar qualifications.

Our annual events have become Phoenixville
traditions. The town is treated every year to a Strawberry
Festival, which is a revival of a community holiday
celebrated in times past. And who else gives flea markets
with luncheons like ours? Special museum shows have
been good; also traveling shows like the ones to the
Kimberton Firemen's Fair and to the annual Canal Day
celebrations.

Some donations have been momentous, such as the
set of majolica ware that was taken to the New Orleans
World's Fair in 1884 and won the gold medal. Also the
arge collection of Indian artifacts, found locaily, that

represent every known indian cultural period and contair
some rare. very early pieces of worked stone.

One donation was truly unique. Citizens of Count
Donegal sent Phoenixville a framed proclamation writter
in the Gaelic language to honor their compatriots who long
ago settled in our area.

Our archives have grown to include such valuable
data as books of birth and death registrations, schoo
district records, and books about Phoenix Bridge
Company structures, fabricated here and shipped over the
country, and even to foreign lands.

We have amassed material about town notables like
the Reeves family, John Griffen, the Pennypackers
Rebecca Price, Phoebe Gilkyson, and a number of others
Likewise we are now able to supply information about the
railroads, the canal, early manufactories, mining, mills
churches, and educational institutions.

We have helped other groups make certain aspects o
town life famous by supplying pictures of distinctive
buildings for tee shirts, and pictures of iron porches anc
railings for note paper.

Assistance was given Jane Davidson to pu
Phoenixville's business district on the National Register of
Historic Districts. We supplied data to the designers of the
astonishingly good Main Street Mural.

The future is bright for the town and the historica
society. The Renaissance Movement promises fc
revitalize local businesses. The environs of the Schuylkil
River are to be converted into park land open to bikers
and boaters, a multi-million dollar project that will attraci
tourists and tourists' dollars.

How lucky that our society was alive and active, and
we had "a roof over our heads" at this time of ferment and

change.
The Military Hospital

Buildings of the former Valley Forge General
Hospital are now being razed to make way for
a newly expanded Christian College. Because
one of our members knew the old hospital
intimately, having volunteered to work there
during its post-World War Il period, she was
asked by the College's public relations
department to write a history of the institution.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF VALLEY FORGE GENERAL HOSPITAL

by Lois Donovan

Early in 1942, just six months after Pear! Harbor, the
War Department elected to build a military hospital in
southeastern Pennsylvania. They searched for a site that
was accessible to the ports of Philadelphia and New York.
It was also important that high-quality medical facilities be
within easy access.

The site chosen was a farm owned by Charlestown
industrialist, Frank Foster. It was two miles from
Phoenixville, population 12,000, and at that time a mill
town. Phoenix Iron Company, Lachman Rug Company
(formerly a silk mill) and the Byrne Knitting Mill were
flourishing establishments. Two railroads serviced the
area, the Reading and the Pennsylvania.

Ground was broken on May 24th for a complex that
was to have over 100 buildings accommodating 2,000
patients at a time. There were many specialized buildings:



an M.P. station, guest house, Post Exchange and
commissary, plus a gym, a theatre, a bowling alley, and a
golf course.

This was the largest military hospital built during the
Second World War and the only military hospital named
for a place rather than a man in the military or medical
professions. Valley Forge General Hospital opened its
doors to the sick and wounded on Washington's Birthday,
February 22, 1943. At the opening date the hospital
specialized in plastic surgery and the care of the blind.

The first convoy of overseas patients arrived in March.
The soldiers were transported in hospital trains that were
met by ambulances at the Pennsylvania Railroad siding on
Bridge and Morgan Streets. The sick and wounded men
had been involved in the Sicilian and Italian campaigns.

Hundreds needed plastic surgery work, hundreds
more had eye wounds, and many of them were blind. The
hospital became so well known for its work with the blind
that a troupe from Hollywood filmed 'Bright Victory” here,
using professional actors as well as local residents to tell
the story of a blind soldier.

Many families in the town opened their homes to the
wives and children who were visiting their soldiers. It was
not unusual to see blind soldiers making their way to the
downtown post office, or shopping, or even dancing at the
U.S.0. A lot of young ladies volunteered in the evenings
after work to act as aides and Red Cross girls.

During the second year of the hospital's service,
German prisoners were brought here, living in quarters at
a distance from the hospital. They worked in the kitchens
and mess hall, and did ground work.

As many as 3,000 patients arrived in the months
immediately following VE and VJ Days.

In 1949 the hospital was slated to close, and patient
were transferred and personnel dismissed. But present|
the Korean conflict started, and hospital staff was toid i
1951 that it was to remain open. There were not as man
patients as previously, and the specialities changed t
pulmonary cases and psychiatry.

Not long afterwards the Vietnam veterans started t
arrive. Sixteen Vietnam prisoners-of-war were also flow
in and debriefed here. The hospital set up a drug an
alcohol treatment center which was run by the psychiatri
service. Patients were fewer and fewer, however, and i
June of 1974 the hospital flag was lowered.

Many people in this area have fond memories of thei
work at the hospital. Several of the patients becam:
Phoenixville residents, and some married local girls. The
closing of the Valley Forge General left a real void.

Genealogies on Computer

HSPA is formulating a plan to demonstrate the use o
computers in the documentation of genealogica
information.

This plan would address the use of several popula
genealogical programs, the power of such programs, anc
the simplicity of their design.

At this time the plan is just an idea, but we would like
to know if there is any general interest in the subject. |
you are interested, (even if you are computer-illiterate,
please call the HSPA and ask to be placed on the list o
interested parties. Should enough interest be shown, :
convenient time and date will be set, and someone will be
in contact with you.

Please contact the society at 935-7646 or write HSPA
Box 552, Phoenixville, PA 19460.

Handmade wooden patterns wers pushed

Into sand to make molds, which were then

fllled with molten iron at the Phoenix iron

Company. These iron parts wera then usad
to repair their own machines.
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Indians livad hare aiong the Schuylkiil Rivar
long before there was a town. They fished in
the river and used the watar for drinking,
cooking and washing. These spesrpoints
were found zlong the river.

{name)
visited the Museum at the Historical
Society of the Phoenixville Area.
llearned a lot of things about Phoenixville.

Here are some of them ...

A give-away booklet, prepared on a computer, has been
designed by Becky Manley for the kindergarten chiidren
who visit our Museum. Becky plans to produce more of
these little gifts for children in higher grades.



! Samuel W. Pennypacker !

Drawing by Meg Reams
Courtesy of Pennsylvania Magazine

Samuel Whitaker Pennypacker

~ Governor of PA 1903 - 1907

The Society is preparing for publication a biography of
Samuel Whitaker Pennypacker, and the paper-bound
booklet will be available for purchase in the early part of
1996.

Pennypacker was the only governor with hometown
origins. He was an excellent state leader, and was a man
worthy of our pride and respect.

Unfortunately, to this very day, a scandal relating to
the expense of a new capitol building has tainted public
sentiment regarding his term in office. The author of this
short biography has searched back through original
records and sheds a new and highly favorabie light an the
whole affair.

Donations

Display cases for use in our museum were donatédiby.
the Phoenixville Hospital, and by Mark Deger.

We thank the donors of children's games for
Hours" exhibit.

Marty Moore donated three Phoenix lron G
patterns similar to ones used by Doris Sa
sculptures. i

Dr. Robert Murray, one-time superintendent of
and a descendant of the Anderson family, donated
early bible printed in the German language and cog
family records written in English. There are eight énfriess”
for Andersons dating to the 1700s. A second ‘bible
belonged to the Fetters family and was given to them by
St. Matthews Church of Chester Springs. a0

Dr. Murray worked in the school district for thmm

RESULTS OF FLEA MARKET: Despite torreris?
rain, last October's Flea Market netted the society $531 .08

Membership Report

A hearty welcome to the following new members:
Evelyn J. Hirschmann, Earl Liebold, Robert Liebold, Paul
Jones, Helen Buski, John Holman, Francis Collins, Nefera
Purcell, Dr. Robert Murray, Molly Bonner, and Bradford
Gubanich.

Renewing as Sponsors of HSPA are Phoenixville
Federal Savings & Loan Assn., and Dr. and Mrs. Don&i8
Harrop. Our new member, Nefera Purcell, is likewise a
Sponsor.

Contributors of HSPA are Catharine Rankin, Mr-and
Mrs. Mahlon Miller, and Mr. and Mrs. Richard Unger.

Friend of HSPA is Ruthann Maxfield.

Special Contributions were made by Phoenixville Federal
Savings & Loan Assn., Pat Ebner, Marie Ludwick, and
Georgeanna Souza.

Museum is Open

The Museum is open the first Sunday of each month
from 1 till 4. Hosts for Jan. 7 are John Denovan and Bob
Deger; Feb. 4, Elyse Fiebert and Jim Denithorne; March 3,
Mike Vircsik.

The office and museum are open Wednesdays and
Fridays from Q@ am. unti 3pm.

Historical Society of the Phoenixville Area
P.O. Box 552
Phoenixville, PA 19460
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