JUNE MEETING
he quarterly
T meeting will
take place
Wednesday, June
12, at 7:30 PM, in
the Social Hall at
Church and Main
Streets. Members will learn about
history the easy way by watching a
skit, “The Historical Hysterical Hat
Show.” Presenting the lively pro-
gram is a group of talented local
women that includes one of our
members, Peg Keenan.

The ladies own about seven hun-
dred hats, both men’s and women’s,
plus other accessories like furs and
gloves. As they don the vintage
clothing they recite what was going
on at the time such fashions were
popular; and their vignettes span a
period from covered wagon days to
the present time.

They must be good because they
do around thirty shows a year and
performances are booked up far in
advance.

FESTIVAL
JUNE 15

ark down this important
M date, SATURDAY, JUNE
15th. It is the day our Society
entertains the whole town at an old-
fashioned lawn party which will be
held, as usual, on the grounds at
Church and Main Streets. Please
come between 10 and 3, and invite
your friends and neighbors to join
us.
There will be lunch from the

grill, and strawberries in every -

form. The best of all is our famous
strawberry shortcake.
The rest is traditional: a clown

to enthrall the children, a variety of
children’s games, a bake table, and
the popular Lippincott Art Show.
Craft tables cost ten dollars. Please
call David Frees at 933-4950 to
arrange for a.table or to get further
information.
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PHOENIX AND THE
CORRIDOR

wo highly qualified Chester
T County residents shared the

speakers platform at last

March’s quarterly meeting.

Doris Sams, renowned sculp-
tress, brought to the hall her mar-
velous work of art, the Phoenix, and
made a formal presentation of the
masterly piece to our Society.

Mark J. Connolly, Schuylkill
Heritage Manager, revealed to our
Society the inside story of arrange-
ments underway for the Schuylkill
River shores.

Mrs. Sams is well-known in the
Borough as the artist who produces
dramatic compositions from the
carved wooden patterns that once
served a utilitarian purpose at the
Phoenix Iron and Steel Company.
Mark Connolly is remembered as
the first president of the Phoenix
Iron Canal and Trails Association,
(PICTA) which is a rapidly growing
organization.
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STARTING YOUNG

hree hundred and nine little
T tots from the Phoenixville

Area Kindergarten Center
looked over our museum during the
first week of April. They came for
half-hour sessions, four groups each
day, over a period of three days.
Paul M. Jones, staff writer, and
Barry Taglieber, staff photographer,
of The Phoenix newspaper were
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invited to be present for the first
tour. Taglieber got a memorable
shot of three small-sized connois-
seurs sizing up our majolica exhibit
and it was published in the newspa-
per.

Jones told his newspaper read-
ers his experience that morning
made him think he was Gulliver in
Jonathan Swift’s book, Gulliver’s
Travels, and that he, too, had taken
a Voyage to Lilliput, inhabited only
by wee people. He said the little
museum visitors that day were toc
young to remember when George
Bush was president.

The Phoenix staff writer com.
plimented HSPA’s tour guide, Becky
Manley, and said she did a fine job of
making history come alive for the
five-year-olds. He also wrote in his
article that our museum was a
worthwhile and recommended edu-
cational experience for people of all
ages.

Becky, who studied graphic
design at Kutztown University ol
PA, presented a tiny, illustrated
booklet entitled “Just Me and My
Town” to each young visitor. In
return, the children made a poster
that contains their signatures writ-
ten within the outlines of historic
Indian spearheads, and this artwork
now hangs in our headquarter=
building.

THE MUSEUM is open the first
Sunday of each month from 1 till 4.
Hosts for July 7 are Rosalie Protis
& Elyse Fiebert; August 4, Lois
Donovan & Ruthann Maxfield;
September 1, Peg Trunk & Laura:
Robb. The office and museum are

open Wednesdays and Fridays -
9aM to3pPM
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Dutch mariner, Arendt
ﬂ Corssen, sailed up the
Delaware River in the year
1633, and had difficulty finding a
tributary of the Delaware that was
marked on his maps and charts. The
mouth of the stream was partially
concealed by bulrushes, so when he
found it, he named the tributary
“SKOKIHL,” which means “Hidden
River.” Corssen probably explored
no more than the tidal portion, but
later explorers searched the full
extent of the river from its source
high in the mountains to its mouth
at tidewater level.

DESCRIPTION OF RIVER

The east branch of the Schuylkill
River rises in a mountain range
beyond the Blue Mountains. It joins
the less important west branch, and
this main stream pours through a
single gap in the Blue Mountains.
Here it changes direction, and there-
after maintains a generally south-
easterly course until it empties into
the Delaware River south of
Philadelphia. Along the way the
main stream experiences a drop in
altitude of 618 feet.

Many smaller streams join the
Schuylkill at intervals during its
130-mile course. When drawn on a
map the total waterway looks like a
spine with ribs attached on either
side. The area of land drained by the
river and its tributaries, which is its
watershed, amounts to more than
two thousand square miles.

The Schuylkill is narrow and
deep where the channel passes
through mountain gorges. It spreads
out into a wider, but shallower chan-
nel of water as it goes through level
lands downstream. Islands occur in
the lower regions, and in certain
places its course is contorted into
sharp loops. Three loops may be
seen between Pottstown and Valley
Forge, and North Phoenixville occu-
pies the tightest of the three.

Names of the principal tribu-
taries on the northeast side, taken
in descending order, are the Little
Schuylkill, Maiden, Monocacy,

Manatawney, Perkiomen, and the
Wissahickon. On the southwest side
are the Tulpehocken, Allegheny,
Hay, French, Pickering and the
Valley Creeks. Each of these creeks,
and many more smaller ones, adds
to the volume of water in the river.
After the river receives the contents
of the Maiden Creek at Reading, it
has a record depth of 28 feet. At the
lower end, the Schuylkill is tidal,
and has been dredged so it can
accommodate large ships.

NAVIGATING THE RIVER

From the earliest times the
Schuylkill was said to be navigable,
and this report was true for certain
limited stretches. Actually, before
1825, the transportation of goods
from upper to lower reaches posed
severe problems. Going the opposite
direction was even worse. Poling
rafts upstream on the return trip
from Philadelphia was so laborious,
voyagers sometimes dismantled
them and carried them back in wag-
ons. People living in the 18th centu-
ry tried dredging and dams to make
the channel deeper, but with little
success.

Barreled flour and grains raised
in upriver agricultural areas were
taken to market in Philadelphia
only after seasonal rains had
swollen the river. Even then, it took
a hardy boatman, not afraid to take
risks, to navigate a section like the
Falls of the Schuylkill, encountered
near Manayunk. The roar of the
water as it made a sharp descent
could be plainly heard in
Philadelphia, four miles distant.
Eventually Fairmount dam, erected
in 1822, backed up the water and
submerged the dangerous cascade.
Today the Falls of the Schuylkill is a
falls in name only.

FIRST SETTLERS
The Dutch and Swedes were the
first white families to live on
Pennsylvania soil. They settled on
lands along the Delaware River, on
either side of the lower Schuylkill,
and traded with the Indians for
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beaver pelts and furs that broughi
large sums of money on European
markets.

The Proprietor, William Penn
with Quakers from the British Isles
and Pietists from Germany, were
the next to arrive and were perma-
nent settlers. The Quakers located 2
city called “Brotherly Love’
(Philadelphia) on a pocket of land
between the Delaware and
Schuylkill Rivers. Old maps of the
city show that it was four miles
upstream on the Schuylkill from the
point where that river joins the
Delaware. The new city had a port
on the Delaware River side which
was the place that sailing ships from
the Old World discharged passen-
gers and unloaded commodities.

The English and Germans
explored the “spine and ribs” of the
Schuylkill and found valuable ores
and other minerals. Reminders of
the early explorers persist in the
names of certain tributaries
Sproegel’s Run, French Creek, and
Pickering Creek. John Henry
Sproegel, a German expert hired by
the Proprietor, found asbestos, mag-
nesites, amethysts, copper, and
beryl, but the unfortunate fellow lost
his wife and infant son to “river
fever,” and William Penn died before
Sproegel could turn in his report on
the minerals.

French Creek was named for the
fur trappers from that nation whe
worked along streams in the Vincent
and Pikeland Townships. Pickering
Creek is a namesake of an
Englishman who tried to find silver
and gave his first name, Charles, tc
Charlestown Township, and his last
name to the creek.

HOME INDUSTRIES

The early sectilers purchased
properties where the fall of water in
the creeks was sufficient to turn
waterwheels and supply power for
grist and sawmills. They tilled the
fertile soils and planted grains
ground flour and made barrels, and
their excess was exported from the
Philadelphia port.
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Crossroad villages that grew up along the river at this time
typically consisted of the all-important mill, the church, genera
store, tavern, miller's mansion and smaller dwellings. Villagers
busied themselves with home industries such as spinning anc
weaving, tanning leather, smoking meats, making small necessi
ties like candles and soap, and larger ones like weapons and wag
ons. The manufacture of iron, while not a home industry, belongs
to this period of time, and the landscape was dotted with iror
plantations as well as with crossroad villages.

Colonial-era highways followed the course of the river. Thej
were wider than the Indian trails, but the newcomers selected the
same routes the redmen had used since their locations were per-
fectly adapted to all-season travel. Whether on the northeast o1
the southwest side of the Schuylkill, the settlers called their twc
main roads “The Great Road to Philadelphia.”
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. THE MIGHT OF IRON

The production of iron and the manufacture of iron products have
the longest history of any other Schuylkill Valley industry. Iron ore
underlies many locations in the valley, and at one time an abundance of
wood was available for making charcoal, then the only known fuel for
firing forges and furnaces. Later anthracite coal proved to be more effi-
cient.

The change to anthracite spurred the growth of the business. Rural
facilities were replaced by the large iron mills that, until recently, oper-
ated in almost every town along the industrial reach of the river. Coke,
made from soft coal, would be the next step forward in the evolution of
fuels and make the age of modern iron and steel possible.

The American and British armies traveled over at least half the
Schuylkill Valley during the Revolutionary War. Iron was an important
military resource, and General Washington bent every effort to protect
the forges and furnaces from the ravages of the British during the 1777
and 1778 campaigns. Iron was a prime necessity again in the Civil War,
and in every war since that time, and the industrial towns of the
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Schuylkill Valley have always responded with alacrity to wartime -

demands.

THE CANAL AGE
The idea of making the river fully navigable occupied the minds of
residents from the earliest years. William Penn had another idea. He
was familiar with canal constructions in England and parts of Europe,
and supposedly made an upriver excursion to see for himself if the
Schuylkill could be connected to the Susquehanna by means of a canal.
Both projects were undertaken a century later. The Schuylkill

2

The Schuylkill River
below Pottsville



Navigation Company (SNC) was
chartered in 1815. For the next ten
years, by an amazing feat of engi-
neering, this company removed all
obstacles to travel on the river.
When completed, the navigation sys-
tem allowed boats to navigate freely
in either direction over level expans-
es of water for the entire distance
between Port Carbon and
Philadelphia.

Not long afterwards the Union
Canal Company, with financial aid
from the Commonwealth, completed
a navigation system that connected
Reading on the Schuylkill with
Middletown on the Susquehanna
River, thus establishing an East-
West water route.

THE SNC & THE RAILROADS

The Schuylkill Navigation erect-
ed 32 dams across the river to back
up the waters into deep pools.
Where such slackwater pools were
not feasible, artificial water courses
were dug out by hand labor. Locks
-allowed boats to pass the dams, and
this same device for raising and low-
ering boats solved the problem of

changes in the elevation of the land. -

The navigation system extended
for 108 miles of the 130-mile river.
Figures differ, but apparently slack-
water pools accounted for about 50
miles, and canals for 58 miles of the
distance.

Dams and locks had both names
and numbers. Dam No. 1, with Lock
No. 1, was at Port Carbon, near
Pottsville. The final alteration to the
natural flow of the water, Dam No.
32, with Locks 71 and 72, was locat-
ed at the Fairmount Water Works at
Philadelphia.

Towpaths were an important
part of the system since a team of
mules walking the paths supplied
all motive power that was needed.
When the canal route shifted from
one side of the river to the other,
which sometimes happened, the
mules were ferried across the water,
or led across on bridges.

The year following the opening of
the navigation system, the advan-
tages of anthracite coal were discov-
ered, and henceforth the chief func-
tion of the system was moving coal
from mines in the mountains to
ports along the river and to
Philadelphia.

The SNC system lasted for a hun-

dred years, the final shipment of
coal occurring sometime in 1924 or
25. During a portion of its active life
SNC operated in competition with
that other astonishing advancement
in the evolution of transportation,
the railroad. Water travel was
cheaper because the loads floated,
but this economical method of con-
veying goods was subject to the
vicissitudes of nature such as peri-
odic floods, inability to move when
the river iced over, and the eventual
clogging of its upper channel with
coal silt.

The region’s railroads appeared
in the 1830s. First there was an
early line, the Pennsylvania, that
headed towards Pittsburgh, and in
our part of the state passed through
a natural declivity in the land called
the Chester Valley. Ancther rail-
road, the Reading, made a bid for
the lucrative coal business, and laid
tracks through the Schuylkill River
Valley.

The Reading and the SNC com-
peted openly for a while, but in 1864
made an agreement dividing the
coal trade 55% to 45%, the railroad
taking the larger share. By 1884 the
Pennsylvania had also established a
line in the Schuylkill corridor so that
today the tracks of two discontinued
railroads border the river.

INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION
The sight of railroad locomotives
steaming along the tracks was prob-
ably the riverside residents’ first
intimation that steam was about to
replace water as a power to drive
machinery. When it happened, the
change-over to steam power, added
to the already improved transporta-
tion, triggered enormous industrial
growth in the region and caused pat-
terns of immigration to change as
well. Trish labor had built the canals
R T

and the railroads. Further opportu
nities for employment attracted tc
the valley workers from easterr
European countries such as Italy
Russia, and Poland, etc. A large
labor pool was available. Home
industries were forgotten. The age o
the factory began.

The river now took on a new
appearance. In the upper reaches
coal mines displaced whole moun
tains tops, creating a landscape o
unnaturally cut hillsides. The inven-
tion and manufacture of moderr
farm machinery, particularly the
mechanical thresher, caused the
agricultural reach to look like &
tapestry of multicolored fields
Further downstream, the picture
changed to smokestacks of industri-
al buildings with nearby workmen’s
houses crowded into a small space sc
all would have an easy walk to work.

Names of the principal river
towns below Reading are Birdsboro,
Pottstown, Spring City and
Royersford, Phoenixville,
Norristown and Bridgeport,
Conshohocken and West
Conshohocken, Manayunk, East
Falls and Philadelphia.

All these towns at some time in
the industrial era either manufac-
tured iron or fabricated metal prod-
ucts. Phoenixville’s iron mill, at its
peak in the 1880s, was the largest
producer of wrought iron in the
country. Pottstown, where iron
works existed over a long period, hit
its production peak after 1931 when
Bethlehem Steel Corporation took
over the existing McClintic Marshall
Company. There were bridge build-
ing companies in both towns, and
both had foundries making pipes,
boilers, military equipment, etc.
Spring City and Royersford were top
producers of castiron stoves.




ADDITIONAL INDUSTRIES

Textiles were the next largest
industry. Factories appeared up and
down the river, some at an early
veriod and some more modern.
Manayunk is the best known textile
center since the town pioneered
spinning and weaving machines,
allowing it to surpass Philadelphia,
where the work had been done with
hand labor.

Paper mills flourished in the
Schuylkill Valley. Rittenhouse on
the Wissahickon is a familiar name:
less well-known is a paper mill at
Valley Forge. Meat processing was
one type of Schuylkill Valley indus-
try; also in the food category is Mrs.
Smith’s Pies. Amanda W. Smith, a
Pottstown lady, started the business
by baking pies for the YMCA lunch
counter.

Lead and copper were mined
along the Schuylkill, and quarry
operators excavated a variety of use-
ful stones, even marble.

America’s first motion pictures
were made at Betzwood, near Valley
Forge, before any were filmed in
Hollywood, CA. Airplane parts were
made in Pottstown, and an automo-
bile, the Chadwick, was manufac-
tured there in 1906.

Electric generating plants oper-
ated in Norristown and at Cromby;
lately one was built at Limerick.

A giant amongst Schuylkill River
enterprises was the shipyard that
occupied League Island near the
mouth of the river,

The valley, without exaggeration,
could be called a spine of industry,
and its products were marketed in
all parts of the country and were
sent abroad.

A CHANGE OF PACE
Industrialization in our region
reached its zenith towards the mid-
dle of the 20th century. About that
time conditions had changed.
Motorized vehicles and aircraft
were by then the preferred means of
transportation and travel, and
industries were no longer dependent
on the river valley for a vital need.
Modern manufacturers moved their
business locations, many to places
where a cheaper labor force was
available.
Both Philadelphia and the towns
further upstream lost population,
and as people moved away, many

fine old public buildings and archi-
tecturally excellent houses were
vacated. Conservation efforts were
instituted to prevent the demolition
of important landmarks. At the
same time it was plain that the qual-
ity of the river water had seriously
deteriorated, and residents along
the entire length asked for a clean-
up.

The twin goals of historic preser-
vation and river regeneration
became the watchwords. A series of
Legislative Acts were proposed to
accomplished both aims, with the
Schuylkill River getting first atten-
tion. In 1945 the Pennsylvania
Assembly passed a Desilting Act and
a Clean Streams Act. Authorities
were given the power and the funds
to remove accumulated coal silt and
to keep the river clean by prohibit-
ing further toxic discharges into the
water.

BRIGHT FUTURE

In keeping with the new trend
the Schuylkill Greenways
Association, in 1989, sponsored fur-
ther legislation so that lands border-
ing the river could be remade into
park-like areas. The title chosen for
the project was Schuylkill Heritage
Corridor. The task of revamping 130
miles of shore line so it will accom-
modate tourists may seem over-
whelming, but consider the success
of the Clean Streams campaign.

When Governor Duff took office
in 1947 he was faced with the prob-

lem of regenerating a waterway
clogged with silt and contaminated
from many years of dumping into
the water the worst sorts of indus-
trial and municipal wastes:

Duff was a former Attorney
General and his assistant was Milo
Draemel who, in World War II, was
Admiral of the Fourth Naval
District. Undismayed by the magni-
tude of the project, they rid the river
of filth with hydraulic dredging
machines and stopped further pollu-
tion with a stern warning that
dumping was now illegal.

We confidently expect that pre-
sent government officials and volun-
teer organizations will be equally
successful. By the year 2000, or soon
after, visitors to the region should be
enjoying the benefits of beautiful
shore lines. Boats will ply the
waters. Hiking, biking, and to use a
term invented by the planners, “cul-
tural tourism,” will prosper along
the greenways of the old Dutch
mariner’s “HIDDEN RIVER.”

CREDITS
The Schuylkill, J. Bennett Nolan,
Rutgers University Press, 1951

Brochure - Schuylkill River Heritage
Corridor, The Schuylkill Greenway

Association

Enjoying the River, Photo courtesy of Greenway Association
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MOORE HALL
ENDANGERED

room Schuylkill Township
dwelling, has played a well-
documented role in several periods
of American history, and is probably
our most important local landmark.
The house sits on sixty-four acres of
land between Route 23 and the
Schuylkill River, and is immediately
west of Philadelphia Suburban
Water Company’s treatment plant.

A housing development is
about to be built on this tract, leav-
ing eleven acres for the historic
home.

Conservationists are concerned
about preserving the rural appear-
ance of the eleven acres and object to
an adjacent stormwater drainage
basin on the plans.

Organizations who have come
to the defense of the landmark
include the Pennsylvania Historical
and Museum Commission and the
French and Pickering Creeks
Conservation Trust. Mrs. Eleanor
Morris, president of the latter, says
the mansion is already registered as
a National Historic Site, and may
soon be designated a National
Landmark, which ranks a step high-
er.

M oore Hall, a beautiful 15-

Mark Connolly, Schuylkill
Heritage Manager, attended a
recent meeting of the Schuylkill
Township supervisors, and urged
the community and the developer to
work together to preserve Moore
Hall in its proper setting.
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DUES INCREASE

eginning September 1, 1996
CB membership dues will be as

follows: Senior Citizen/
Student, $10; Individual
Membership, $15; Family

Membership, $20; Business
Membership, $20; Friend of HSPA,
$30; Contributor, $50; Sponsor, $75.
Renewals paid in advance of
September 1st will be at the old rate.
D Cra P

NEW AT OUR MUSEUM

he Society has added to the
T railroad exhibit in the muse-

um a toy train set and a

model of an iron railroad bridge
made by a member. The mining
exhibit has been enlarged with a col-
lection of minerals and miners’ tools
loaned by Frances Babacz. We
would like to expand the display of
Phoenix Iron Company. artifacts and
ask our members to donate or loan
any they may have in their posses-
sion.

David Frees, who serves on the
board of trustees of Chester County
Historical Society, brought two of
that organization’s museum experts,
Genean Stec and Barbara Jobe, to
look at our collections. The young
women made helpful suggestions
about setting up displays.
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GENEALOGY
WORKSHOP

small, informal group met
ﬂ last March in the Social Hall

for a genealogy seminar,

John Riley presiding. They dis-
cussed how to wuse Personal
Ancestral File software to record
and display all kinds of family histo-
ry, and they were shown printouts

from other software, Reunion and
Roots III. The surprise of the
evening came when two of our mem-
bers discovered for the first time
that they had a common ancestor
and were fourth cousins.
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MEMBERSHIP REPORT

hearty welcome to the follow-
ﬂ ing new members: Robert

McClaskey, Brook Weidner,

Howard Longacre, George Ebert,
Earl and Dianne Cram, Mrs.
Margaret D. Eachus, Mr. and Mrs.
Stanley Zielinski, Jack Moore and
16 family members of Joseph Green.

William Whitaker Griffen has
renewed his membership as a
SPONSOR. Mr. and Mrs. Philip
Howse have renewed as CONTRIB-
UTORS.

SPECIAL CONTRIBUTIONS
have been received from William
Whitaker Griffen, Marie Wisneski,
Jack MacDonald, Margaret D.
Eachus, Peter Brown, Angela Hall,
Grace Hadfield, and Park Snyder.
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MAGNETS FOR SALE

ttractive household magnets
ﬂ are being sold by the Societs

in order to augment our trea-

sury. The design is copied from seed
packets once in stock in Acker &
Fry’s hardware store.
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WALKING TOURS

ast summer’s popular
b Chester County walking

tours will be held again this

summer beginning June 6. This year
our tour will be June 20 at 6 .M. and
will feature Phoenixville’s rich
industrial heritage. Watch for more
details in your newspaper.

The Historical Society
of the Phoenixville Area
P.O. Box 552

Phoenixville, PA 19460
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