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DINNER MEETING

WEDNESDAY, SEPTEMEBER 16TH

f.T he annnal dinner meeting
will take place at the
Phoenixville Country Club
the evening of Wednesday,
September 16th. A cash bar will
open at 6 PM. and dinner will he
served at 7 PM. Please respond to
vour invitation promptly as late

reservations are hard to

soft apot in  her Theart for
Phoenixville ever since the time,
nineteen years ago, when she began
work on a project that eventually
put our downtown district on the
MNational Register of Historic Places.
Davidson was then Historic

Prosarvation Officer of the county's

Bedevelopment Authority. She
recruited a number of our Society
membera to help her research the
histories of Phoenizville propertiea,
and she filed with the Washington-
based agency individual forms for
2960 buildings, complete with a photo
of each one.

It was a monumen-

handle,

After dinner Jane L. 5.
Davidson, our speaker, will
talk about our historical
heritage. Mra. Davidson is
currently Heritage
Preservation Coordinator
for the county. Her topic
will be Phoenixville
Heritage: Then, Now,
and Where We Are Going.

Our speaker has had a |[==Sewmr ."

tal task, but results have
ahown it was well worth
the effort.

MNowadays Mrs.
Davidson, as her new title
indicates, iz promoting her-
| itage tourism. However,
| vou will find that no matter
what: title she is given, she
never lozes her ahbility to
inform and entertain her
audiences.

HELFP WANTED
Please Apply

he volunteers who keep the
T HEPA office and museum
openn  to the  public
Wednesdays and Fridays are short
handed. One of their numbera, Lioia
Donovan, was forced by illness to
take a leave-of-absence. Joanne
Brown has filled in for Liois, but the
sitnation brought to light the fact
that we have no list of membera
signed up and ready to serve in any
future emergency.

Joanne has served the Society in
many capacities including short-
order cook, flea market appraiser,
rezearcher, board member and prea-
ident, and ashe says coming in every
Friday from 9 AM. to 3 PM. has been
a new and challenging experience
and she enjoys it.

Laura Robb sent letters to a

small gronp of likely candidates
mviting participation. She reasons
that no one likes to work alone, and
we should have two at the office
desks, one with experience and the
other learning. Learners start by
greeting wvisitors and taking tele-
phone measages, a0 no special quali-
fications are needed. If they choosea,
ther may come only in the morning,
or only in the aftemoon.

A number responded fo Laura's
mwvitation with a cheery, “Why not?
Il try it!™ We hope still more will
respond to this wider appeal

WEB SITE

orothy 5. Stavridea, vice
(D president and board mem-

ber, has put us on the Wab.

Below is the address for the
Historical Society web page:
www.voicenct.com/~dstav

There are four aections on our
web site. The first screen has a brief
history of the Society, its aims,
ohjectives, and activities, with a pic-
ture of the headguarters building,
and a pleture of our newsletter's
logo. Other aections deacribe: our
museum, Phoenix Iron & Steel
Company, Phoenix Bridge
Company, the old majolica factors
with pictures of plates, and architec-
ture of the town with pictures of his-
toric houses.

OFFICE AND
MUSEUM
The offlce Is open Wednesdays and
Fridays between 9 am. and 3 pa

The museum is open the first Sunday of
every month betwesn 1 and 4 P, and on
Wednesdays and Fridays the same haours

as the office. Appointments may be

arranged for other dates and hours.




By Miriam Clegg

enithorne’s
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he heyday of the iron
T bridge in the counties of
saountheastern

Pennsylvania occurred in the
latter decades of the 19th centu-
ry. During that peried iron
auperseded wood as the pre-
ferred material for the spans
that eross over streams, railroad
tracks, canals, or any other
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Truzsz shown in Denithorne advertisement

impediments to highway travel.

Iron bridges were well built
and never wore out, but in many
cases the increased traffic of the
20th century necessitated their
replacement. with modern con-
crete spans, and the quaint old
bridges that served so well in
the days of the horse and buggy
have been eliminated.

Mowadays historians seek out
and study the remaining exam-
ples of these oddities finding
them on the twisting byways of
our secondary roads.

Baob Deper, treasurer of our
Society, is one of the enthusiasts
who hunts for old iron bridges.
Others are his cousins, Jimmy
and Bart Denithorne, Margot

ROBERT DEGER,
JAWET LINN AND
JAMES DENITHORNE

| The bridge takes Wilzon's
Ford Road across the
Valley Creck in Valley
Forge Park lesz than o
mile upstream from the
Knox covered bridge.




Richter, and Betty Jane
Jernigan, all Society members.
They are descendants of
Captain John Denithorne, who
arrived in Phoenixville in 1552,
made iron his lifetime career
and was also noted for his
peacetime military services.

A few years ago a visitor from
Mew Hampshire used our
Society's penealogy files to look
up Denithorne ancestors. Bob
Deger, through this coincidence,
became acquainted with Janet
Linn, a long lost cousin. The two
have sinee shared much infor-
mation, mostly in the way of old
newspaper clippings and vin-
tage family photographs.

Our March 1996 newsletter
related the story of John
Denithorne’s steam boilers. We
feel the additional data obtained
through Bob and Janet's
exchanpes warrant a second
article about the noteworthy cit-
izen.

The 1996 article was entitled
When Steam Was Supreme John
Denithorne Made the Boilers.
This article iz about his iron
bridges with, first, a review of
the events of his early life.

When thirtesn vears old,
Denithorne with brothers and
slsters, was ftransported to
Pennsylvania from his native
Cornwall, England. The immi-
grant father of the family was a
stone mason and found employ-
ment at his trade in Minersville,
which is a town in the coal
regions of Schuylkill County.

The Denithornes moved to
Phoenixville three years later,
but oldest son John soon after-
wards returned to Schuylkill
County where he served an
apprenticeship and learned the
trade of machinist and hoiler
malker.

While receiving his training
the young man joined a military
drill team called the Minersville
Artillery, When he later was

Captain John Denithorne

hired by an Iron works in
Bedford County, PA, young
Denithorne  organized an
infantry company which he
named “The Hopewell Rifles”
Another coOmpany, “The
Ellsworth Rifles” elected him to
be its captain. His lifetime
interest in military matters
datez to that period, and the
appellation of Captain became
an integral part of his name.

The young machinist
returned to Phoenixville in 1859
and lived there the rest of his
life. He worked at the iron com-
pany while his brothers, James,
Richard, and William
Denithorne, followed their
father in his trade of stone
masonry. Captain John was
made superintendent of the
boiler shop, and also learned
how to roll ivon for the famous
Griffen Gun eannon, an inven-
tion of a company official that
was manufactured at the iron
works. At the outbresk of the
Civil War he remained of neces-
sity at his important position in
the cannon factory until the
advanee of (Gen. Lee's
Confederate forces into
Pennaylvania put our state cap-
ital at risk.

In the face of this emergency
Vice President Samuel Reeves
shut down Phoenix Iron
Company and offered to pay reg-
ular wages to any employees
who would velunteer to go to the
defense of Harrisburg, Before
twenty-four hours had elapsed
two companies of one hundred
men each had been mustered
and were on ftheir way
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Standing behind their
commander, Capéoin John
Denithorne, are 1at Li John
G Myers, James Denithorne,
2nd Lt. George W. Waters,
unkrnown, and 1=t Lt
William Baoyd.




Commanding officer of one of
the companies was Captain
John Denithorne. His younger
brother, William, had already
sacrificed his life for the Union
cause,

William Denithorne had died
of a fever contracted in Camp
Plerpont, VA, in the early days
of the conflict, and his hody was
brought home to Phoenixville
for interment. The EBorough
could be relied upon to mark the
passing of a fallen hero in a suit-
able manner. As somber crowds
gathered on the streets, the
yvoung soldier was given a mili-
tary funeral closed by a pun
zalute fired over the grave.

After the Civil War there was
a period of rapid expansion in
the neftworks of railroads that
were spreading over the eastern
part of the nation. For this rea-
aon heavy-duty bridges were
needed to carry railroad tracks
over our Iivers and ravines.
Phoenix Iron Company adapted
itself to this state of affairs and,
in 1865, branched out with a
separate organization to take
care of ever-increasing orders
for new bridges.

The new hridge company
started as Hellogp, Clarke &
Company; then, after 1870,
operated as Clarke, Reeves &
Company. From 15884 until 1962
the very successful local organi-
zation was known in America,
and in many others parts of the
world, as the “Pheoenix Bridge
Company.”

Phoenix Iron Company sup-
plied the metal, hut transferred
to these specialists orders for
large bridges and wviaducts.
Orders were received at early
dates for a bridge over the
LaSalle River in LaSalle, IL, one
over the Kennebee River at
Angusta, ME, the Hudson River
bridge at Albany, NY, and the
Pecos Viaduet in Texas.

Captain John Denithorne

was working for Phoenix Iron
Company when large-scale
bridges became important. He
and his stone mason brothers
decided to enter the bridge con-
struction field on their own.
Captain John's break with the

iron company cccurred in 1877,
a few months after he had once
again distinguished himselfas a
military figure.

Civil War wveterans, after
retarning to civilian life, fre-
quently banded together to form
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peace-time companies. Some of
these companies received offi-
cial recognition and, in 1574,
were made a part of the newly
established WNational Guard.
John Denithorne was captain of
Phoenixville's Battery C, a light
artillery company, and he drilled
hizs troops in an early armory
that once stood at Walnut and
Gay Streets.

His fivst call for active service
was in July of 1877. A railroad
sfrike in Pittsburgh had escalat-
ed into a rampage of mob vio-
lence in which two thousand
freight cars were destroyed.
State and national troops
rushed to the scene and quelled
the ricters. Captain Denithorne
received a commendation from
Gov. Hartranft,

Later in the same year
Captain John left Pheoenix Iron
Company after eighteen years
employment and started a busi-
ness with his brothers, James
and Richard, ealled “Denithorne
Bros.” They leased a tract of
Phoenix Iren Company's land
for their fabricating yard, shop,
and office, and placed the follow-
ing advertisement in the Darly
Local News:

“Denithorne Bros,,
Practical Machinists,
Boiler Malkers, and
Bridge Builders,

West Bridge 5t., foot of
Church 3t., Phoenixville, PA.,
Make a specialty of County
Bridges.

Plans and Estimates
Furnished at short notice.”
Phoenizx Iron Company

supplied the iron, and a certain
amount of prestige, and the
business prospered. In only a
few years the partners found it
necessary to pgreatly enlarge
their plant. By 1887 still more
space wag needed 20 they moved
their works to a fract of land
along the Schuyllkill River,
about a mile east of the Borough

‘Fﬂ‘{l‘l‘ ALLS
pre e i
Tk ELRY -TLEh &

Along with the builder and the
date, plagues on bridges memo-
riclized the names of commnia-
sioners and clerkz holding
affice at the #me. Plagues read:

Built by Denithorne Bros. -
Phoenixville Pa. 15882 -
Cammiszsioners - J.T. Reynolds,
W.0. James, W. MacFeat

(3rd name partially blotted out
by shadow.)

1884 - Commissioners -
Chester Co. - DW. Entriken,
R.T. Garrett, J.5. Mullin,
Clerk - J.F. Hill - Bualt by -
. Denithorne Sons & Co. -
Phoenixville, PA.

line. At that date the trade
name was “John Denithorne,
Sons, & Company.” His brothers
had withdrawn, but Captain
John's two sons, William and
John, and a son-in-law, Thomas
Wood, were old encugh to join
the firm.

Denithorne Bros. had gone
into the small bridge business
at a favorable time. In 1877
1ural areas accommeodated trav-
elers with covered wooden
bridges, a type of structure that
first appeared when Timethy
Palmer built a bridge over the
Sehuylldll River at Philadelphia
in 1805. Palmer's span was not
only the first bridge that rose
above the waters to cross the
Selmaylkill, it was the first couv-
ered bridge in America. The
record-setting span connected
MMarket Street with the
Turnpike to Lancaster.

&

The post-Civil War genera-
tion decided they wanted a
change. They found covered
bridges vulnerable to fire and
flood. In addition, many rural
roads had no bridge at all and
travelers were forced to drive
their horses through the waters
of a ford. The iron bridge was
known to be relatively cheap to
build, and in the days of horse
and bugey travel, almost inde-
structible.

Suceessful bridges usually
rely for suppert on that classic
feature, the truss, which is a sei-
entifically designed combination
of beams, hars, or the like,
arranged to form a rigid frame-
work. There were many differ-
enf patterns, all American ones
registered at the United States
Patent Office. BSome truss
designs included an arch, and
Theodore Burt's kingpost arch
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truss, patented in 1817, is a
familiar feature of some of the
coverad hbridges still in use
today.

Lewis Wernwag hridged the
Schuylkill River seven years
after Palmer. About a mile fur-
ther upstream, the Wernwag
bridge had a gracefully arched
span measuring 340 feet. It was
the longest single span ever
attempted to that date and the
bridge well deserved its nick-
name, the “Colossus.”

Wernwag, by the way, tem-
porarily interrupted his bridge
building career, and from 1512
until 1821 managed the nail fac-
tory at Phoenixville. During his
ownership he gave the town its
name.

American covered bridges
had flat roadways 20 Wernwag's
Colossus, with its searing arch,
was not a typical covered bridge,
but its fame inspired hridge
builders throughout the coun-
tryside to imitate its truss sup-
ports.

Iron bridges used the same
truss patterns as the wooden
ones. Most of the Denithorne
bridges use the simple Pratt
pony-truss construction that

was patented by Thomas and
Caleb Pratt in 1844, This truss
iz almost identical to one
patented by the better known
enpineer, William Howe, four
vears earlier, and might be
described as a wooden cross
inscribed in a rectangle, with
the wvertical sides of the rectan-
gle made of adjustable iron rods.
Both had been known in the
wooden bridge era and repre-
sented the transition from wood
to metal.

The Denithorne company
rolled iren for its bridges accord-
ing to specifications, then
assembled the parts on the shop
floor to check for proper length
and fit. Sections were riveted in

the shop because riveting
required steam power and was a
slow, difficult and expensive joh
when done on the site. The sec-
tions were match-marked for
easy reassembly. Erection crews
used pin connections for their
work at the site. Unskilled labor
with a little supervision could
do the joh.

Between 1883 and 1897 the
firm fabrieated and construetaed

over fifty bridges in
Montgomery and  Chester
Counties, and Denithorne

bridges may also he found in
Pike, Philadelphia, and
Lancaster Counties, PA, as well
as Laurel, MD.

Newspaper clippings from
Chester County Historical
Soclety files show that Captain
Denithorne had no part in con-
structing the first Gay Street
bridge in Phoenixville, but he
was twice called upon at later
dates to make alterations and
repairs.

The Captain had favorite sto-
ries about his experiences, and
we included this one in our 1996
newsletter, but it is worth
repeating:

At one point in his career
Captain John was low bidder on
a bridge to carry Ontario Street
in Philadelphia over the
roadhed of the P & R Railroad,
and 122 trains per day, about
one every six minutes, traveled
over those fracks. Hoisting the
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By Eric Sloane
Ardist has séripped away part of the side wall fo show interior
conatruction.



gridiron sections of the hridge
had to he done hetween trains
because the erection crews
found it impessible to work
when steam locormotives passing
underneath  them  helched
amoke and sparks in their faces.
They tried postponing the job
until Sunday when fewer trains
were passing, but they were
arrested for violating the
Sabbath. Ewventually Deni-
thorne got that bridge in place
and traffic flowing on Ontario
Street, but he said it was tough
going.

Jeffrey L. Amerine, former
vice president and board mem-
ber of our Soclety and currently
owner of Amerine
Envirenmental & Design
Aszsociates, has prepared hridege
recordation Teports on  two
Denithorne bridges owned by
Montgomery  County.  The
Pennsylvania State Historic
Preservation Officer at the
Pennsylvania Historical and
Museum Commission deter-
mined that these bridges were
eligible for listing on the
MNational Register of Historie
Places. Because the bridges
were on IMontgomery County's
bridge replacement program,
the reports were required to
provide a permanent record fol-
lowing their demolition. Cne of
the bridges, which is still extant,
iz County Bridge 221 on Metz
Road over Towamencin Creek in
Towamencin  Township. Its
replacement is scheduled for
1999, The other bridge, which
was replaced in 1997, was locat-
ed on Ludwiz Road in New
Hanover Township.

The Ludwig Road bridge
spanned Swamp Creelk. The
original 1895 structure was a
single span bridge wusing a
patented Pratt pony-truss. The
metal was steel obtained from
Phoenix Iron Company. Amerine
found DMontgomery County

records that show the County
Engineer of that date had pre-
pared specifications and plans
and the County Clerk adwver-
tised for sealed proposals. Two
contracts were let, one for iron
work and the other for masonry.
Seventeen bids were received
for the iron superstructure, two
coming from firms in Ohdo, and
Denithorne’s low bid was
$1,225. There were 2-1/2 inch
pins aft connecting points.

After construection a three-
man Board of Viewers inspected
and approved the workmanship.
The deck, or floor, needed
replacement in 1935, hut In a
period of ome hundred years,
that was the only major mainte-
nance exXpense.

Captain John Denithorne
died in Phoenixville Novemher
2, 1507, His hometown, as every
small town should, honored its
departed hero in magnificent
fashion. Phoenixville had
knowm three generations of the
Denithorne family: the immi-
grant father, the Captain and
hi= aiblings, and the sons who
had been partners in the bridge
business and ran it after their
father's death.

Due to his long association
with the National Guard, the
deceased was known and
respected throughout the State.
Hiz bridges made him known in
Chester County His member-
ghip in service clubs and lodges
and terms served as Burpess
(mayor) of the Borough made
him known te everyone in town.

The body lay in state in the
new armory with a puard of
honor surrounding the casket.
Five thousand lined the street
to see the hearse travel to
Morris Cemetery. The Phoenix
Military Band played “We
Honor the Brawve®™ and “The
Resurrection.” A Griffen Gun
cannon salute was fired over the
grave.

Two wears ago Thomas R.
Winpenny published Without
Fitting, Filing, or Chipping, an
Mustrated History of the
Phoenix Bridge Company. The
title of the book means the parts
of the bridge were checked in
the shop and needed no fitfing,
filing, or chipping on the erec-
tion site. While the hook does
not include material about
small county bridges and their
builders, it does point out the
necessity to preserve all such
structures as part of our
American heritage.

Since 1987 each state has
been required by law to identify
and protect historic bridges. The
public should be aware of their
impeortance and should not limit
their appreciation to
Denithorne hbridges made in
Phoenixville, but widen their
horizons to include as artifacts
to be protected and cherished all
early iron bridges regardless of
whereahouts.

Credits

William H. Shank, Historic
Bridges of Pennsylvania

Thomas R. Winpenny, Without
Fitting, Filing, or Chipping;
an Hlustrated History of the
Phoenix Bridge Company

Eric Sloane, American Barns
and Covered Bridges

Jeffrey L. Amerine, Recordation
Reports, Montgomery County
Bridges 170 & 221

Robert Deger, Denithorne data
and photos

bamuel W. Pennypacker, Annals
of Phoenixwille and Its

Vicinaty
Chester M. Spare, History of
Phocnix Iron Works

{Historical Souvenir Book
1810)
CCHS, newspaper clipping files



COUNTY ENGINEERS
REPORT ON
BRIDGES

ecause of incressing interest
B in early iron bridges, our
Society appealed to county
engineecrs for reports on the historic
structurea, with the following
results:

Matthew Hunsberger, Engineer
for Montgomery County’'s BEoads and
Bridges Department, reported ten
metal truss bridges still in service in
his area. They crosa the
Pennypacker, Swamp, Skippack,
and Perkiomen Creelks. There is also
an iron bridge across the Schurlkill
River that takes Keim Street in the
town of Pottstown across the waters.

Richard Craig, assistant county
engineer of Chester County, lista
thirteen metal bridges under his
supervision. His report shows that
seven of them are in the northern
half of the county, and four of the
seven span our own French Creek.
Phoenizville iz fortunate to have =o
many of these tourist attractions in
its immediate vicinity.

We likewize have a goodly por-
tion of the fifteen covered bridges
remaining in Chester County. Three
of these, namely, Kennedy, Rapp'a
Dam, and Sheeder-Hall, span the
French Creeck. Knox covered bridge
over the Valley Creek is not far dis-
tant, nor is Larkins covered bridge
that spana a tributary of the Marsh
Creelr.

Char historical society is consider-
ing the publication of & map to guide
tourists to the sites of all these
remarkahle constrictions that, against
all odds, have managed to survive
until (almost) the 21st century.

MAJOLICA SALE

reminder to collectors, and
ﬂ would-be  collectors, of

Etruscan majolica: Friday

evening, (October 23rd, and
Saturday, October 24th, are the
dates of the third and final =ale of
the majolica that once belonged to
Mrs. Anna P. Stern. The Alderfer

Auction  Center,

601 Fairgrounds

Road, Hatfield,

P4, is conducting
: the sale.

E: During her

o lifetime, and Mra.

LW N Y

Stern lived to be one hundred Fears
old, she amassed over 2,100 pieces,
She was a loyal member of our his-
torical society and she saw to it that
oir museum Tecelved some pleces
that have historical significance.
Consignments of majolica from
other collections will be sold in this
auction. For more information, tele-
phone Alderfer’s or call Michael
Strawaer in Indiana at 219-864-2850,

Makhke it a BIG One!

FLEA MAREKET
OCTOBER 17TH

he fall flea market will open
T for business  Saturday,

Oectober 17th, from 9 An till

3 PM. As always, a light lunch will be
gerved, Please bring saleable items
to the social hall the previous
Thursday and Friday evenings, 7 2M
to @ p.M, or the kind donors may drop
them off on days when the office is
open. Baked goods may wait till the
morning of the market. For pick-up
sorvice, call Dave Frees at 933-4980
or 933-9177.

UP CLOSE AND
PERSONAL
A View of the Revolution

group of four reenactors
ﬂ enlightened our audience at

last June’s quarterly mesting
with an up close and personal view
of “Life in the Continental Armgy,”
which was the title of their presen-
tation.

The firat of the costumed recnac-
tors was Kathleen Crapo, who wol-
unteers as a historical interpreter at
Vallew Forge Park. Then there were
Wayne Brunt, Dennis Kayne, and
Brian Curlev, all members of the
present-day lat Continental
Regiment of Foot.

. Crapo described the daily life
of the three to four hnndred women
camp followers who spent the winter
of 1777-78 at Valley Forge. Their
houseleeping chores were officially
ganctioned under military law.

Crapo repeated the slogan “No
taxation without representation™
when she recited the cavses of the
war, and Paul Jones in the andienca,
wondered aloud what the early frea-
dom fighters would think of our pre-
sent-day tax burden with represen-
tation

Wayne Brunt portrayed the role
of a recruiting officer whose sales
pitch extolled the pay rates, rations,
clothing allowances, and bounties a
goldier might expect.

Dennis Eayne first appeared in
civilian clothes and listened to the
recruiter’s oratory, then came back
in military uniform and told the
realities of that harsh winter.

Brian Curley’s part in the pro-
gram used actual lanpuage written
by aoldiers in letters and journala.

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

Phoenixville, PA 19460
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