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MARCH MEETING

The quarterly meeting will take place Wednesday,
March 13, at 7:30 PM, in the Social Hall at Church and
Main Streets. The speaker will be Mark Connolly, Heritage
Corridor Manager, who will present a slide lecture about
the Schuylkill River Heritage Corridor. This corridor
sxtends from the Delaware River in Philadelphia to the coal
regions beyond Pottsville.

The project is not a romantic dream. Money has been
flowing to make it a reality ever since the governor signed
a bill allowing state grants for its support.

Phoenixville is a vital link in the plan. The section
between the Allegheny Creek and Manayunk has been des-
ignated “the Industrial Reach,” and the Borough is its chief
attraction.

Our society feels the members should understand
facts and figures and have engaged Mr. Connolly to be our
instructor. All members and all area residents are invited
to attend.

FLEA MARKET APRIL 27

A flea market is planned for Saturday, April 27, at
society headquarters between 9 AM and 3 PM. Enjoy a deli-
cious lunch with homemade soup and baked goods.

Donations of items for the sale may be delivered to the
hall the Thursday and Friday before the sale between 7 and
9 in the evening, or whenever the office and museum are
open. Please bring the baked goods the morning of the sale.

For pick-up service call Dave Frees at 933-4950, or
Peg Keenan at 933-7247. Best sellers are books, games,
jewelry, gift shop items and collectibles. Please, no large
furniture or clothing.

POSTAL LORE

Postal historian, William R. Schultz, spoke to an audi-
ence gathered for our December meeting about the delivery
of 19th century mail. Our speaker, who is managing direc-
tor of Ches-Mont Valley Ventures, has an office in
Phoenixville. He and Dr. Gus Spector have recently formed
the Phoenixville Stamp Club that meets monthly at the
YMCA, and anyone interested in this hobby is welcome to
join them.

Postage, Schultz told us, was originally calculated by
the mileage times the number of pages. Envelopes would
add a page so letters were simply folded and sealed with
war The letter writer naid nothine: it was the receiver who

bore the charge. Benjamin Franklin was founder of the
United States postal service.

The first postage stamp was issued in 1847. The like-
ness of Franklin appears on more postal issues than that of
George Washington. The necessity for attaching a stamp to
a piece of mail aroused objections in the 1850s, but the price
fell continually until, by the early 1900s, it was only a
penny per letter. The first mechanical device in the post
office was a cancellation machine.

- Postmasters at first set up their offices in taverns,
which explains why early ones in our area occupied the Bull
Tavern and the General Pike Hotel.

OUR NEW ROOF

The contract has been signed for a new
headquarters building, and a fund raising effort for this
and other necessary repairs and improvements is in
progress. The society thanks all who already have made
donations. Others whose generous nature impels them to
contribute should discuss the matter with David M. Frees
Jr. at 120 Gay Street. ’

ONE HUNDRED YEARS OLD

Phoenixville Public Library is presently commemorat-
ing one hundred years of service to the community, and our
society has set up an exhibit for them that will open March
24th. It was that date in the year 1896 that the former
Young Men's Literary Union transferred its books to a
Board of Trustees appointed for the purpose of establishing
a public library.

When the new library outgrew its first quarters, the
Board sent an appeal to Pittsburgh steel magnate, Andrew

roof on our

_ Carnegie, a man who was godfather to libraries nationwide.

Mr. Carnegie donated the money for the original part of the
present building on the northeast corner of Main Street and
Second Avenue.

One of the documents in the display case in the library
will be a letter written by Mr. Carnegie outlining the terms
and conditions of his generous gift.

THE MUSEUM is open the first Sundays of the month
from 1 till 4. Host for March 3 is Mike Vircsik; April 7,
Rosalie Protis and Harriet Tobey; and May 5, Esther
Cody and Frances Babacz. The office and museum are
open Wednesdays and Fridays - 9 AM to 3 PM.




When Steam Was Supreme
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Made the Botilers

By Miriam Clegg

In 1803 there were only six steam engines in oper-
ation in the entire nation. Even in 1825 when one of
them was installed in the Phoenix Nail Factory, iron
manufacturers over the whole region marveled at the
innovation. By the last half of the century, however, they
had become numerous, and supplanted water power as
the energy for our area grist mills, textile mills, and
machine shops; also for our majolica works.

By far the most conspicuous users of steam power
in the industrial period were the railroad locomotives
that chugged along the many tracks laid through the
Borough, handling the transportation of citizens, their
raw materials, and their manufactured goods.

Members of one Phoenixville family, the
Denithornes, saw a business opportunity in the new
dependence on steam and made boilers, a manufacture
they combined with other types of iron work. Eventually
the business grew to include small iron bridges.

Patronage of railroad trains increased, and the

and a large family of brothers and sisters. The
Denithornes lived at first in Minersville, a town in the
coal regions of Schuylkill County. A few years later they
moved to Phoenixville.

As a young fellow, John returned to Minersville for
a short period. He served as apprentice under William
DeAven of that town and learned to be a machinist and
boiler maker. While there, John joined a military outfit
called the Minersville Artillery, and his lifelong interest
in military affairs dates to that period.

Upon his return the young machinist got a job at
Phoenix Iron Company, and he must have been excited
to see a Griffen Gun in the process of manufacture at the
plant. The wrought iron cannon was a recent invention
of the general superintendent, John Griffen. America
was at peace at the time and the first orders for the new
weapon came from European countries involved in the
Crimean War. Vice president Samuel J. Reeves and
superintendent Griffen applied for foreign patents and

sent some
A models abroad.
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Iron bridges
were erected in
their place, and the town of Phoenixville entered an era
when it was known as a bridge building center. Phoenix
Iron Company had already prospered through the sale of
iron rails for the trains, and now added a separate
branch, the Phoenix Bridge Company, incorporated in
1868.

The Bridge Company was a tremendous success
and was soon making large, river-spanning bridges for
railroad and other purposes in many parts of the world.
However, there was also a need for smaller spans, and
this is the need the Denithorne Brothers filled. They
specialized in bridges for the lesser streams of Chester
and adjoining counties using metal they purchased from
Phoenix Iron Company. They were a small, but highly
significant part of America’s industrial revolution.

John Denithorne, the senior partner of Denithorne
Brothers, was born in Cornwall, England. In 1847, at
age 13, he came to the United States with his parents

Small iron bridge made by the Denithornes.
This drawing was taken from one of their advertisements.

m a king

Griffen Guns.
His opportunity
to exercise his
personal military skills had to wait until Lee’s army
crossed into Pennsylvania and threatened the state cap-
ital. Reeves was evidently thoroughly alarmed because
he closed the plant and sent two volunteer companies
composed of iron workers in a train to Harrisburg. Johr
Denithorne was captain of one company, and his
younger brother, James, was lieutenant.

The volunteers found that in order to serve thej
would be compelled to enlist in the regular army. Reeves
told them to disband and return to Phoenixville. Then
working skills were more valuable to their country thar
army duty. Incidentally their prompt action at a time o
emergency was never forgotten by their home town.

A younger Denithorne brother, William, had earlies
died of a fever while in a Union army camp in Virginia
His body was retuned to his home, and since he was the
first local casualty of the war, the whole town turned ouw
for an elaborate military funeral that is described ir




Pennypacker’s Annals of Phoenixville.

A military spirit persisted after the close of the
Civil War, and veterans formed peace-time companies.
These organizations were recognized in 1871 by the gov-
arnor of the state, and three years later were officially
established as part of the National Guard. John
Denithorne was captain of Battery C, the light artillery,
and 1st lieutenant of the famous battery was James
Denithorne.

Their first call for active service came in July of
1877. A railroad strike in Pittsburgh escalated into a
rampage of mob violence in which two thousand freight
cars and a number of buildings were destroyed. Both
state and national troops rushed to the scene and
quelled the rioters. The Captain received a commenda-
tion from Gov. Hartranft.

At this period in his life John Denithorne has been
described as a man of modest mien who never sought
fame or honors, yet was a born leader who commanded
the esteem and respect of his men. All his life he had the
erect bearing of a soldier. His associates appreciated his
goodness of heart and soul. He believed in community
service and besides his membership in Lodges and other
charitable enterprises, he four times served as burgess,
or mayor, of Phoenixville.

The Denithorne brothers built their office and
shops on land leased from the iron company. A photo-
graph of them and their helpers sitting in front of the

office reveals lettering painted on the boards that
describes their work:

“Steam Engines and Boilers Built and Repaired -
Jobbing Promptly Attended To - Mowers, Threshers,
Reapers, Sew Mill and Flour Machinery Repaired -
Wrought Iron Fences” (the rest is obscured by a window
shutter.)

An item in West Chester’s Daily Local News for
July 23, 1877, makes it clear that Phoenix Iron
Company handled large contracts and sent smaller jobs
to independent foundries. The Denithornes were nearby;
other facilities as far away as Spring City, or even
Philadelphia. Following is the item:

“BOILER SHOPS -- Messrs. John, Richard and
James Denithorne, of Phoenixville, have leased ground
on Church Street on which to erect machine and boiler
shops. This is much needed in that place as the Phoenix
Iron Co. only undertakes large contracts and all work of
this kind must be taken to Philadelphia or Spring City.
The firm are excellent workmen and enterprising, and we
wish them a liberal patronage.”

For a long period all activity in the iron industry
was considered newsworthy, and what follows is infor-
mation taken from West Chester and Phoenixville news-
papers. ‘

In October of 1877 the Denithornes had on hand an
order for a 70-foot-long boiler for Phoenix Iron
Company’s new puddle furnace, plus 72 feet of blast

Office of the boiler and bridge works on Bridge Street at the foot of Church Street. In front of the bench, 3rd and 4th from
the left, are Captain John Denithorne and his brother, Richard. James is the furthest right, standing behind the bench.



pipe. In December they had a call from the Pennypacker
grist mill on the Pickering Creek for an upright tubular
boiler and a steam engine. Both were tested before leav-
ing town, and they were shipped by railroad from the
Phoenixville to the Lionville Stations of the Pickering
Valley Railroad. Matthias Pennypacker, during the past
summer, had experienced low water in the creek that
idled his waterwheel, and he hated to inconvenience cus-
tomers.

A more unusual request came from the Palmetto
Paper Company, an industry that flourished for a time
along the Schuylkill River at Valley Forge. They wanted
a new tank to make pulp from palm leaves (instead of
the usual linen rags.)

Later there was an order for multiple tanks. The
paper company decided to save money on freight charges
by having the palm leaves processed in the South, and
the pulp shipped to Valley Forge. So Denithorne
Brothers made and shipped eight huge tanks to
Savannah, Georgia. Each tank filled a freight car.

The iron bridge over the Pickering Creek at
Charlestown was made by the Denithornes, and in 1881
it was considered the finest bridge in Chester County.
Many people admired it and the manufacturers there-
after received so much bridge business, the shops at
Church and Bridge Streets had to be almost doubled in
size and additional workmen hired.

The Denithornes installed a 70 H.P. boiler with
engine and other machinery at the kaolin mines in
Brandywine Summit. Kaolin is a fine, white clay used
for pottery and was sent to the Griffen, Smith & Hill
majolica works in Phoenixville. A year later they sup-
plied a boiler and 15 Horse engine when the pottery firm
at Church and Starr Streets found its water power inad-
equate.

The Borough ordered large-scale steam equipment
for the Phoenixville Water Works to be used as stand-by
power in case of emergency.

The Denithornes purchased a used boiler and
engine at a farm sale in East Bradford Township. The
portable equipment had been made by them, and the
interesting part is that it was hauled back to town by a
team of mules.

Soon Captain John and Lieutenant James were
devoting most of their time to bridge building. Richard
had withdrawn from the firm. In 1882 they were award-
ed a contract to build a water works for the borough of
Birdsboro. James took over this job and the partnership
of Denithorne Brothers was dissolved. For a while John
used the firm name of “Captain John Denithorne.”
Afterwards he made his son, William, a partner. Still
later sons William and John, and a son-in-law, Thomas
Wood, were officers of “John Denithorne, Sons & Co.”

They tackled larger jobs at this later period, an iron
roof for a casting house at a blast furnace in Lebanon,
and a roof for a store on Broad Street, Phila. They were
low bidders, successively, on a Lancaster County bridge
and on seven bridges in Bucks County.

John Denithorne said the erection of an iron bridge
over the Reading Railroad at Ontario Street in

Philadelphia was the most troublesome job he had eve;
had anything to do with. There were 122 trains passing
daily, with the exception of about an hour at noon, ons
every six minutes. Hoisting the gridirons for the bridg:
had to be done between trains. Then while the trains
were passing underneath them, they were unable t«
work because of the smoke and sparks coming in thei
faces. They attempted to work at it on Sunday wher
there were fewer trains running, but had not been at i
long before they were arrested for violating the Sabbath

They succeeded eventually in getting the bridge ir
place, but it was a tough job.

Another contract that was out of the ordinary was
given to them by Phoenix Iron Company. The company
wanted iron cylinders: 12 to be six feet in diameter, 24 tc
be four feet, and all to be thirty feet long. These were tc
be used as piers for a bridge that Phoenix Bridge

-

Captain John Denithorne

Company was erecting in Mexico.

They planned to sink the cylinders in the stream
until they reached a solid foundation, when the air and
water would be sucked out of them and the interior
would be filled with mason work. The whole would make
a permanent job and save the necessity of building coffer
dams.

A short time later the bridge and boiler firm tack-
led a very down-to-earth job. A customer wanted iron
hog troughs in wholesale quantity. It was thought they
could be used for cooling milk on dairy farms.

In 1887 the Denithornes moved the business to a
new location. The Daily Local News reported:

“Captain John Denithorne & Son have begun the
removal of their bridge and boiler shops from the Phoenix
Iron Company’s lot, Bridge Street, to the old copper



works property between the Reading Railroad and the
river, at the lower end of town.” (The copper works had
been vacated by Charles M. Wheatley, another
Phoenixville notable.)

John Denithorne spent only ten years at the new
location. He died very suddenly in 1897. Only a few
months before his death he had once more served active-
ly in the National Guard.

An uprising of the miners had occurred in the coal
mining town of Hazelton. The officer of the law, Sheriff
Martin, feared emotions would erupt into violence and
called for the National Guard. Our local Battery C was
alerted with a telegram that was not delivered in
Phoenixville until after midnight, yet with that short
notice Captain Denithorne had the Battery mobilized
and ready to leave by daylight the same morning.

As soon as he reached Hazelton, the Captain took in
the situation and gave orders to have Gatling guns
planted where they could best be seen by the miners.
The angry mob looked into the frowning mouths of the
cannon and capitulated, giving no more trouble to the
authorities. Captain Denithorne was fully persuaded the
sheriff did his duty to preserve the peace of the commu-
nity. His men found their superior officer a brave and
fearless commander.

Denithorne’s sudden death from the effects of a
stroke of apoplexy occasioned general mourning in the
Borough, and his funeral was well attended. All associ-
ates from his business enterprises, his Lodges and secret

societies, and the military paid their respects.

A guard of honor from Battery C surrounded the
casket that was placed in the Armory on Bridge Street,
and an estimated 5,000 men, women and children
viewed the remains. The Phoenix Military Band led the
procession from the Denithorne’s home at 522 Bridge
Street to Morris Cemetery.

The bridge and boiler works remained active for
three more years. Then, in 1900, the Pennsylvania
Boiler Company of Germantown, purchased the plant
and moved their business to the site.

The new company made a product called the Heine
Safety Boiler that was sold over the entire nation and in
some foreign lands. Large buildings were erected on the
old Denithorne tract. It is more than a coincidence that
some of the modern machinery brought into the greatly
enlarged plant was powered by electricity. This form of
energy was only beginning to find favor at the time, but
as the 20th century progressed, it attracted more and
more industrial users.

Steam was no longer supreme.

Credits

The photograph of the Denithorne building at
Church and Bridge Streets is courtesy of Janet Linn, a
descendant, who lives in New Hampshire.

The information was collected and researched by
another descendant, Robert Deger.
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One of Phoenixuville’s wrought iron fences (drawing by Jane Ritchey)

ARTIFACTS WANTED
There was a time before mass production of household and farm implements when articles of this kind were
handmade by blacksmiths. Since they were almost indestructible, a considerable number must remain at old
properties. A collection of them would be useful to show museum visitors how some of the iron and steel produced
in town was used. Lacking the actual items, photographs would serve the purpose. Will our members bear this
in mind and send us pictures, or notify the office that pictures can be taken?
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STUDENTS GET INVOLVED

A program designed to involve students in their envi-
ronment started in the 1995-1996 school year. It is aimed at
7th graders, and it allows the young people to apply class-
room learning to an outside situation.

Six schools along the watershed of the Schuylkill
River are studying the big stream both in the classroom and
on field trips. In our neighborhood, Notre Dame Academy is
exploring the stretch of waterway between Royersford and
Norristown, concentrating their efforts on the Phoenixville-
Valley Forge portion.

One of their teachers, Cathy Keck, happens to make
Phoenixville her home. Mrs. Keck appealed to our histori-
cal society for information and has computerized the
course.

In the fall the students explored the physical bound-
aries and took samples of the water for testing, which
requires a knowledge of Math and Science. During the win-
ter they studied the people who have lived and worked here
over the years, involving Social Studies/History and
Reading. In the spring they will again be on-site, and will
apply what they have learned about the physical and his-
torical features to the investigation of present day condi-
tions.

Drawings they produce require Art, and written
descriptions, English. As a specific example of an activity,
Mrs. Keck borrowed from HSPA Jack Shenkle's drawing of
mules drawing a barge along the canal with a bridge visible
in the background. The students found the exact spot where
the artist stood and photographed it for comparison.

Other schools in the program are situated in
Pottsville, Reading, Pottstown, Conshohocken, and
Phiiadelphia. The project is financed by an Eisenhower
Grant through Rosemont College, the Academy of Natural
Sciences and The Greenways Association.

SOMETHING NEW

HSPA invites viewers to inspect special displays
mounted by the museum committee. 2

One shows documents relating to the fossils in the
Port Kennedy bone cave. The fissure existed at one time in
the limestone cliffs bordering the Schuylkill River, but later
succumbed to quarrying operations. )

Another display is devoted to a wheelwright and
blacksmith shop that was once open for business in the
vicinity of Hotel Chester and was managed by a member of

the Vanderslice family. _
A third exhibit fills a display case in the Social Hall
with photographs of local scenes taken by Alex Szabo.

MAJOLICA SOCIETY INVITATION

The annual meeting of the Majolica Internationa’
Society (MIS) will be held this year at the Sheraton Valley
Forge Hotel in King of Prussia. Our historical society mem-
bers are invited to attend free of charge on Sunday, April
28, between 12:30 and 4 PM.

This is a rare opportunity to see a huge majolica show
while it is nearby, since MIS meets in a different city each
year and may not return to Pennsylvania for some time to
come. MIS is a fast growing organization that started in
1988 and now has 530 paid members residing in some 42
states plus Canada, England, France, Hungary and
Australia. New members are solicited; the dues are $30 per

year.
Have you seen the collection in our museum lately?

David Frees Jr. has just donated 38 more pieces, so it is
growing fast. Dave’s ambition for Phoenixville is to be able
to show visitors the largest assemblage of Etruscan majoli-
ca of any place in the country, The reason? It was made
here!

MEMBERSHIP REPORT

A hearty welcome to new members Robert L. Bouse
and Ink About Us. With regret we report the deaths of Viola
Chrisman, Robert Goshorn, Dorothy McIntyre and Alice
McCabe. :

Renewing as SPONSORS are Mr. and Mrs. William H.
Reeves III and Mr. and Mrs. John Earwaker.

Renewing as CONTRIBUTORS are Neal Thorpe an
Mr. and Mrs. John Tate.

Renewing as FRIENDS are George Geiser, John
Shupe, Verna Byrne and Beth Petronis.

Special contributions have been received from Harold
Beecher, J. Puleo Jr., Dorothy Stavrides, Pete Bamberger,
Ruth Ann Maxfield and William R. Schultz. °

GENEALOGY GEMS
Mrs. Marjory Rohrbach, a genealogist, visited our soci-
ety looking for information and it turned out she gave us
some. She kindly consented to share with us data about her
ancestors, the Andersons, and about other early
Phoenixville families, the Lanes, Richardsons, and
Scofields, that we will make available to other descendants.

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




