e "’.Fo/f tile
PHOENIXVILLE AREA

P.0O. Box 552, Phoenixville, PA 19460

TIoluvrme 19, T'Turmiber 1

Fall 1995

IMliriarm Clegg. Editor

Flea Market Oct. 21

A flea market and bake saie will take place Saturday,
October 21, in the social hall, from 9 am. until 3 p.m. A
light lunch will be served. Donations of items for the
market will be received Friday, October 20, between 7 and
9 in the evening, or at the office on any Wednesday or
Friday, between 9 a.m. and 3 p.m. Pick-up service can be
arranged; call Dave Frees at 933-4950, or Peg Keenan at
933-7247.

Toe-Tapping Music

More than 100 members and guests gathered for the
society's annual banquet last month at the Phoenixville
Country Club. They enjoyed a program of old-time music
produced by John and Jan Haigis. Both entertainers
dressed in late 19th century style, and true to the spirit of a
decade called "the Gay Nineties," sang a light-hearted
medley of tuneful music.

"Many of these folk songs were the soap operas of
their day," John Haigis explained.

"They told stories, and many had moral themes, while
some presented the seamy side of life so that their
listeners would realize their own problems were not so bad
after all.”

Musical accompaniment was provided by authentic
19th century instruments that included the mountain
dulcimer and hammer duicimer. The audience learned the
origin and function of the instruments, and were
understandably impressed that dulcimers were capable of
playing Beethoven's Fifth.

New Officers

Chairman of the Board, Mark Chester; president,
Peter Brown, vice president, Margaret Trunk; treasurer,
Bob Deger; corresponding secretary, Frances Babacz;
recording secretary, Ruthann Maxfield.

Members of the Board of Directors are Jim
Denithorne, Mary Stewart, Mahlon Miller, Bob Larkin, Lois
Donovan, and Ann Kline. Our program chairman is Becky
Manley.

Our incoming president, Peter Brown, addressed
members at the banquet meeting and stated his goals.

His first concern was the physical needs of our
society's building. He said we should have a new slate
roof, an enlargement of the museum section, and general
improvements to the structures and grounds.

His second goal is to extend our lecture and tour
programs to include more activities for our members and
the community.

The third goal is to have fun deing all of the above.

Schuylkill Corridor Update

A meeting with Jane L.S. Davidson was attended by
Historic Commission members at Warwick Park last
August 3rd. Our delegates were three former presidents of
HSPA, Laura Robb, Peg Trunk, and Joanne Brown.

The purpose of the gathering was to supply Mrs.

Davidson with grassroots information about the industrial
Reach, which is the name given to our portion of the
Schuylkill River Heritage Corridor approved this year by
Governor Ridge. Mrs. Davidson has been assigned the
task of writing one of the brochures to develop cultural
tourism in the corridor.
Time allotted for completion of the corridor is ten years
from now. Residents along the river are expected to
explore attractions between 1997 and 1999. We shouid be
ready for national and international visitation no later than
2005.

Membership Report

Welcome to new members Joan and Julian
McCracken, Marian E. Byer, Molly Bonner.
With regret we report the death of Daniel Civitello.

Museum Openings

The museum is open the first Sunday of each month:
from 1 until 4. Host for Nov. 5 is Mark Chester, and Dec. 3
is David Frees.
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Pravy; Phoenixville's Structural Iron
Y By Miriam Clegg
Hlustrations by Jack Shenkle

Steel that can be produced in large guantity has made
tall buildings a commonplace sight, and we no longer
marvel at their height. Instead we reserve our admiration
for the giant-sized structures of past centuries that were
made of stone, or the more recent ones built when iron,
rather than steel, was available. A number of the iron-
supported buildings achieved monumental proportions.

Consider the centuries-old structures. The Great
Pyramid of Egypt reached 485 feet in height, stone piled
on stone. The top of the spire of the cathedral at Cologne
was 525 feet above ground level St. Peter's cathedral at

WASHINGTON MONUMENT
Carl Condit in his book about American buildings says: "Erecting the
stone shaft was a matter of patience . . The unique feature is the iron
framework that defines the interior elevator shaft . . "

Rome is 432 feet high; St Paul's at London, 361 feet.
Mostly, however, the buildings of medieval towns and
cities were low in altitude.

Our modern versions of tall structures occurred at a
later period. During the second half of the 19th century
iron became cheap, and architects were abie to duplicate,
or even exceed, some of the past wonders.

A pioneer structural iron works was located in
Phoenixville. By 1862 the Phoenix lron Company had
started rolling wrought iron girders and other iron shapes
for highway bridges, railroad bridges, and oversized
buildings. The company was, for a while, the largest
producer of this type of iron in the world, and the trade
name, "P.1.Co." is stamped on the members of really
outstanding 19th century constructions.

One of these is the Washington Monument. When
completed in 1884, the marble-faced obelisk was the
world's tallest masonry building. At 555 feet, it dominated
the skyline of Washington, D.C. The monument is
designated as masonry because the iron in its interior is
not a support to the building, but was placed there tc
sustain the weight of the elevator, and in part, the iron
staircase surrounding the elevator. A rival touris!
attraction, France's 984-foot-high Eiffel Tower, is buill
entirely of iron and so belongs in another category.

A memorial to George Washington was proposed in
August of 1783, but the great statesman, himself,
declared the treasury of the fledgling nation did nof
warrant such an expense. In the next century ar
association called the Washington National Monumeni
Society was organized and lobbied Congress for funds
Actual construction began in 1848. The work thereafte:
progressed or lagged according to affairs of State. Aftel
reaching the 152-foot mark in 1854, it stopped completely.

Twenty-five years later patriotic feelings stirred up by
the celebration of our nation's centennial brought about
renewed interest, and in 1879 Col. Thomas Lincoln Casey
of the Army Corps of Engineers, took charge. It was hig
task to raise the rectangular shaft an additional 403 feet
maintaining the taper shown on the original plan. The
bottom level was 55-feet-square; at 500 feet the shaft was
to be 35-feet square, and was then to receive a pyramida
roof, fifty feet high, topped with an aluminum tip.

Col. Casey's first consideration upon accepting the jot
was to set in place iron work for the elevator and stairway
before he added to the masonry. In August of 1879 he



signed a contract with Phoenix lron Company for a
framework made of Phoenix columns, an invention that
Samuel J. Reeves, vice president, had patented in 1862.
In the meantime Casey excavated mortice holes in the
interior walls of the shaft to receive I-beams and channel
bars. Phoenix Iron Company set the framework in place,
and by the middle of March 1880 it had risen to 180 feet It
was thereafter extended upwards as masonry was added.

Marble for the continuation of the monument came
from the quarry previously used, but was a slightly
different tint. A faint line can be discerned across the
obelisk showing where the new work commenced.

The Phoenix columns in the Washington Monument
formed the highest iron frame to be erected up to that
date. The iron members served as lightning conductors
during the five summers work was in progress, and no
disruptive discharge of electricity was experienced durirg
that time.

The first elevator was powered by steam, and the
engine and boiler to produce the power were concealed
outside the west face of the monument. The strength cf
the elevator was severely tested in advance since it was
used to raise the building stones, and for four years was
constantly carrying a greater weight than would ever again
be piaced upon it.

When the elevator carried passengers, the trip to the
summit took seven minutes. An electric replacement,
installed in 1901, reduced the time to five minutes.
Nowadays a ride in a modern electric elevator from the
base to the uppermost platform lasts an ear-popping
seventy seconds.

Eight windows, two to each side, give visitors who
ascend to the lofty level a magnificent view of the
surrounding area. They see the United States Capitol to
the East, and the White House to the North, and there are
views of the Lincoln Memorial and the Potomac River.

Another fabulous construction using Phoenix Iron
Company wrought iron is the trainshed of the Reading
Railroad's former Philadelphia terminal. The huge
enclosed area has just recently been incorporated into the
city's proud new Convention Center at 12th and Market
Streets.

Joseph Wilson, the architect-engineer in charge of
building the terminal was born in Phoenixville, and his
family many times worked hand-in-hand with the Reeves
family who were iron manufacturers in the same town.
Their interconnections make an interesting study.

William H. Wilson, Joseph's father, settled in
Phoenixville in 1835. He was 24 years old and a
contemporary of Samuel J. Reeves. Wilson was sent here
by the recently incorporated Philadelphia & Reading
Railroad Company to establish a railroad line from the city
to the coal mining regions aiong the upper Schuylkill River.
His particular assignment was the nineteen-mile stretch
from Norristown to Pottstown, and this turned out to be the
most difficult portion of the entire road. It required bridges
over the Valley, Pickering and French Creeks, followed by
a Schuylkill River crossing.

The steep hill on the north side of French Creek was a
serious impediment. Wilson found he would need a long
:unnel in order to maintain a proper grade for the rail line
and bring it out on a level with his bridge across the
Schuylkill.
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CITY HALL TOWER
The dome of City Hall tower, completed in 1901, is lined with iron. This.
and the French-made Statue of Liberty, are conspicuous examples of
turn of the century iron constructions.

The hill was solid rock, and the 1932-foot-long tunnel
required two years' time to complete. Trains could not run
on this stretch until 1842. In the interim passengers were
transferred to horse-drawn vehicles that used the
highways to get around the unfinished portion of the
railroad. .

James Appleton was the local contractor for the
tunnel. His labor force excavated from each end towards
the middle and sank five shafts vertically from the surface.
Dynamite was still in the future so they had only black
powder for blasting. At one point Appleton gave up the
almost impossible job and abandoned his contract. Wilson
had to pay him ten thousand dollars in addition to
expenses for him to renew work. New crews made up of
Irish immigrant labor were employed and five hundred
camped out on what is now called "Tunnel Hill."

So accurate was Wilson's instrumental work that the
two excavations upon meeting in the middle were aligned
to within one-tenth of a foot from each other.

While living in the area, Wilson married Jane Miller
from Delaware County, and their eldest sons, John and
Joseph, were born in Phoenixville.

The successful tunnel builder made railroading his
lifelong career. By 1862 he was living in Philadelphia and
he held the position of Chief Engineer of the Pennsylvania
Railroad. In 1876 his sons. after completina their



education at Rensselaer Polytechnic institute of Troy,
N.Y., organized the firm of Wilson Brothers & Co., Civil
Engineers and Architects. During the last quarter of the
19th century the firm was the leading industrial designer
on the East Coast, and much of its work was for railroads

Many of the early bridges the older Wilson had buiit
for the Reading were wooden constructions As
locomotives and cars became larger and heavier, a
stronger support was necessary, and Phoenix iron
Company filled the need with fabricated wrought iron
Samuel Reeves' patented Phoenix columns and his
forged I|-bars were indispensable to the railroad
companies that employed Wilson and his sons.

The Reeves and the Wilsons crossed paths again in
the year the nation's centennial was celebrated in
Philadelphia with an impressive international industrial fair
Joseph Wilson, William's son, designed and constructed
the main exhibition hall. He modeled it after the "Crystal
Palace" erected in London in 1851 that was made aimost
entirely of iron and glass. These two materials had just
become readily available after many centuries of tedious
and expensive hand production.

Soon other iron and glass buildings appeared on both

somewhat similar tower erected during the next decade in
Paris.

A journal, Scientific American, published the drawing
and wrote up the story, and it claims Eiffel acknowledged
his indebtedness to "a young American engineer.”

Another point of contact between Joseph Wilson, the
architect-engineer, and David Reeves, the iron
manufacturer, occurred when Wilson was appointed to a
board of experts that examined the condition of the New
York City elevated railroads. Phoenix lron Company, as
we well know, was principal supplier of fabricated iron for
the amazing steam trains that traversed for many years
the length of Manhattan Island.

The Reading Raiiroad terminal once again brought the
Reeves and the Wilsons together

Railroads in the 1880s became rich and proud. At the
end of the decade the Reading decided upon a new
center-city terminal, and Wilson Brothers & Co., the bes!
firm in the region, was hired fo design the complex of
buildings and make arrangements.

Plans calied for the relocation of the market houses
on the chosen site at 12th and Market Streets to new
quarters underneath the trainshed with cellars for the colc
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READING TERMINAL TRAINSHED
The steam locomotives have long since disappeared, replaced by diesel engines. The abandoned trainshed has recently been converted into ¢

spectacular addition to the new Philadelphia Convention Center. A food market has occupied this location for many years, and remains ir
business underneath the trainshed.

sides of the Atlantic, and Phoenix Iron Company’s 1871
"New Mill" was one of them. The centennial's grand hall
and our local rolling mill sprang from the same origin, but
the Phoenixville construction was earlier.

Phoenixville's people took a great interest in the
centennial fair. Twenty-two year old David Reeves I, son
of Samuel J. Reeves and like Joseph Wilson a graduate
of Rensselaer, designed an immensely high tower made
with Phoenix columns, and submitted his drawing to the
exhibition’s officials. Actual construction was never
considered by them, but a scale model was displayed at
the fair. It attracted the attention of a visiting French
engineer, A. Gustav Eiffel, who used the idea for &
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storage of the foodstuffs. Also on the plan was a viaduct
many blocks long, to carry the tracks of all the Reading's
branch lines above ground and avoid dangerous grade
crossings. Turntables, engine houses, and accessory
buildings of this sort, were provided for. The mos!
innovative feature, however, was a new style of trainshec
to protect passengers as they boarded or disembarked
from the railroad cars.

This trainshed gave Joseph Wilson a chance to dc
something out of the ordinary. The shed roof, he knew,
had to be high in order to diffuse the sulphurous vapors
emitted by the steam locomotives, and the height would
justify him in creating a large interior space that would alsc



have aesthetic vaiue.

Wilson planned to use single-span iron trusses, longer
than any previously made, as the sole roof support, and
he contracted with David Reeves of Phoenix Iron and
Bridge Company to supply them. The results he achieved
were so successful the Pennsylvania Railroad employed
him to update its terminal, several blocks distant, that
Wilson had built for them in 1881. The same year he
completed the Reading terminal, he built a new trainshed
for the Pennsy that was even larger than Reading’s,
covering sixteen tracks to Reading's thirteen.

The Pennsy's viaduct had a detrimental effect. It cut
the city of Philadelphia in half and was jokingly referred to
as "the Chinese wall." But railroads were so necessary at
this period that no one made any serious objection.

Joseph Wilson wrote a treatise about the Reading
terminal published in the Transactions of the American
Society of Civil Engineers for August, 1895. Portions of it
refer to Phoenixville's participation.

A contract with Phoenix Bridge company was signed
October 12, 1891, and Wilson commented on the 3-
centered, pointed arch roof. "Roofs," he wrote, "are always
an interesting study, and when roofs of large span are
considered, the interest proportionately increases. It is not
merely that the space is to be covered with a substantial
roof, but the architectural question of an artistic design in
harmony with the other parts of the building is of first
importance.” ;

Wilson also wrote about computations made for the
strength of the roof under adverse conditions of snow pile-
ups and wind pressure. Specifications for the wrought
iron, among other stipulations, called for "doubie rolling."
The ironwork was to be painted a shade of "Indian red
touched up with black,” which Wilson said was more
satisfactory than the usual lead paint finish that soon
discolors. Incidentally, modern remodelers scraped the
paint down to the original coat and labeled the color
"salmon.”

Our historical society member, Mike Vircsik, worked
for Phoenix Bridge Company from 1937 until 1963 with the
exception of three years during World War Il when he was
away on leave to serve in the Armed Forces. Samuel J.
Reeves ll, a fourth generation descendant of the Resves
family, was president of the bridge works when Vircsik
started. At first an office boy, the young draftsman
advanced to bridge designer in the erection department
headed by W .H. Eliis.

Vircsik remembers photos in the company archives of
bridges going back into the 1800s, and one showed the
Reading terminal. For this reason he made a point of
attending the opening of Philadeiphia's new convention
center that occupies the site of the discontinued train
station.

Vircsik liked what he saw. He says the iron trusses
made in Phoenixville have been kept intact. They arc
ninety feet in the air and enclose a space so vast a
ballroom, twice the size of any other in the city, is tucked
away inside. Long slits of skylight between the trusses
provide light. A far wall has been created, topped with &
half circle of translucent glass panes. New flooring of
terrazzo marble obliterates the former track bed, but
twelve pairs of stainless steel bands, suggestive of tracks,
are embedded in the marble.

Left to the imagination of conventon visitors I1s the
sight of coal-burning locomotives belching billowy steam.
A contemporary writer has left us this colorful description:
"Over all the smoke curls and swirls, and the sun in the
late afternoon streams in and turns the station to glory,
transforming even the commuters.”

Today, Reading and Pennsylvania above-ground
installations are gone. Only the revamped trainshed is left
to recall the glory days of railroading and to testify to the
engineering marvels that occurred in the Victorian age
before the day of modern steel constructions.

The ironwork in the Washington monument may be
compared to the Eiffel tower. So, too, may the terminal's.
The 984-foot tower is the largest vertical iron construction;
the 259-foot-long trainshed trusses are the longest arched
spans. All the structures are shining examples of 19th
century technological ingenuity.
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DEFINITIONS
Cast lron - Iron produced in a blast furnace and
cast into moids; the iron of commerce.

Wrought Iron - Iron made malleable in a
puddiing furnace and capable of being welded.

Phoenix Column - A built-up column of
segmental channel irons riveted together on their
flanges directly, or through bars or fillers, so as to
form a round composite column.

Blast Furnace - A furnace for the smelting of
ores in which the fire is intensified by a strong
current of air forced in under pressure.

Puddling - The operation of converting cast iron
into wrought iron by frequently stirring it in a very




The Phoenix Bird

Doris Sams, noted sculptor, will present one of her
works entitled "Phoenix" to our society during a special
program this fall. It is a great hanor for us to receive this
very beautiful and desirable piece of art work.

it is also appropriate that "Phoenix" should return tc
Phoenixville since it is made from an assemblage of
wooden foundry patterns recovered from a storage
building on the old Phoenix Steel Company grounds. The
patterns are full-scale molds, or models, of parts in iron-
manufacturing machinery, and were used to cast
replacement parts when the machinery needed repair.

Unlike our usual conception of sculpture which entails
chipping away material, the pattern sculptures are created
by combining the parts. Sams is pleased she was able to
achieve her arresting modern delineations without altering
the functional objects she works with. She appreciates the
beauty of the lathe-turned wood and the exquisitely exact
joinery of the old-time pattern makers.

A major exhibition of Doris Sams' pattern scuiptures
was held a few years ago in the Philip and Muriel Berman
Museum galleries on the Ursinus Caollege campus.

Three Ages of Members

One man in his time plays many parts, his acts
being seven ages. From "All the world's a stage,”
by William Shakespeare.

Charter Members (the older generation) These
members are dedicated, knowledgeable, hard working,
maybe too hard. Most are a little stooped and showing
gray hairs. They keep going as long as they're able
because they enjoy volunteer work. But, please, allow
them to turn over some of their self-appointed duties to
the younger people.

Middle Aged Members (anyone over 29) They look
back to the society's beginning, and they expect
expansion in the future. They firmly believe HSPA will be
an essential part of the Phoenixville renaissance, and the
goal is worth any effort they make,

Young Members Welcome! In many ways you are
our most important asset. You have a fresh viewpoint and
are familiar with present-day technologies. Strong of body,
you are capable of great deeds to which you bring youthfu!
vigor and enthusiasm.

Let's all three ages pull together. We have a great act
and should get the show on the road.

George and Dottie Kulp

From the very beginning in 1977 George and Dottie.
have arranged refreshments for society functions. They
will henceforth be semi-retired, and the mernbet_islgig’
proffers them many thanks for past favors. Léng
remembered will be their creative cocking and the
delicious dishes they wheedled from their faithful
assistants. We likewise express appreciation for ‘gxa;
considerable sums their efforts added to the society's'
treasury.

PLEASE VOLUNTEER!
Food handlers are needed to take the place of George
and Dottie. Guidance and full instruction will be provucjed.

Available in the Archives

The Phoenixville Public Library has transferred to our
society the following memorabilia:

The Women's Club of Phoenixville programs for the
years 1903 and 1904.

Purple and White commencement program for June,
1808, which contains a list of all graduates from 1860 to
1908.

Register of visitors to the Homecoming Week
celebration of July 3-9, 1910.

Proceedings of the Phoenixville Debating Society
organized Dec. 9. 1848. The back section of this ledger
has magistrates' records from 1856 to 1859. /Alsd
names of "Friends of Liberty," with the amount ofith
contributions. Also the town taxes for 1867. '

Children's Idle Hours

Our society is researching and setting up agdi;_;ﬁja’y of
early children's games. We are asking the memtiga?sﬁip;‘ for
either the loan, or the donation of suitable items. o

The purpose of the exhibit is to show young cHildren,
mainly kindergarten ages, what games their parents and
grandparents played.

Last year 150 kindergarten children visited our
museum. This fall we expect over 200. If you care to loan
or give a game, call 933-3122 for a pick-up. Lois Donovan,
Museum Attendant. '

A COMPUTER
THANK YOU! Thanks to Becky Manley we own an
Atari computer with some software and a printer.

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




