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DECEMBER QUARTERLY MEETING—
DECEMBER 10, 2008

he December Quarterly
T meeting of the society will
be held on Wednesday,
December 10 at 7:30 P.M. at the
Conference Center of Phoenixville
Federal Bank on Nutt Road.
Following a brief business
meeting, the speaker for the
evening will be HSPA Member
and Phoenixville resident Dr. Gus
Spector. Dr. Spector is the author
of three previously published
Arcadia Books. A fourth book,
Philadelphia Landmarks and
Pastimes, is scheduled for release
in February.
Dr. Spector will
present images
of Philadelphia
based on his
extensive post
card collection.
Light
refreshments
will be served.

GUS SPECTOR, M.D. BIO

I have been in practice since 1974.
My practice is known as the Valley
Forge Urological Association. I am
the Chief of Urology at Phoenixuville
Hospital in Phoenixville, Pa. I am
also on the staff of the Pottstown
Memorial Medical Center and Paoli
Hospital. I am an avid philatelist,
specializing in postal covers
(envelopes) pertaining to
Philadelphia. I have been collecting
antique Philadelphia postcards for
many years, many of them as old as
1898. Because of my love of history,
especially that concerning
Philadelphia, I have become an
author of four books, all published
by the Arcadia Publishing Company.
I am a member of the Historical
Society of Pennsylvania, the Atwater
Kent Museum of Philadelphia
History, the American Philatelic
Society, and the Pennsylvania Postal
History Society.

FALL FLEA
MARKET

SPA held a very successful
H Fall Flea Market on
Saturday, October 3, at the
HSPA Building. On the same day,
the society had an information table
and sold books and maps at the
Kiwanis Community Day in Reeves
Park. Dave Frees and Marty
McCabe with the assistance of
several HSPA members ran the flea
market while Jack Ertell, Jeanne
Oglesby and Duane and Martha
Parker staffed the society’s table at
Reeves Park. These combined
events brought in over $700 to the
society. Thanks to all who helped or
donated items for sale.

WINTER FLEA
MARKET
SPA will hold its fourth
H annual winter flea market
on Saturday, January 28
from 9 AM. to 3 P.M. (Snow Date-
Saturday, February 3). Household
and collectible items will be
accepted at the society after
January 4 on Wednesdays and

Fridays during regular HSPA
hours. Other arrangements can
be made by contacting the office
at  610-935-7646. CLOTHING,
FURNITURE, TELEVISIONS AND

COMPUTERS CANNOT BE
ACCEPTED.
ACTIVITIES

PROMOTING HSPA

®* On October 16, Dave Frees
presented a program on
Phoenixville Etruscan Majolica to
the Womens® Club of Royersford.

* On November 7, the HSPA
Museum hosted 140 Second
Graders, their teachers and
parent aids. Divided into six
groups, the students were given a
tour of the museum by Jack
Ertell. Their visit was part of a
field trip to six different locations
in Phoenixville as part of their
social studies curriculum. Each
received a small booklet about our
museum as a gift from HSPA.

continued on page 6




The Pride of Chester County
A History of the First Gay Street Bridge

by Helen M. Harrop

As readers of this article, you probably are accustomed to using the two bridges that span French Creek and
unite the north and south sides of Phoenixville. What you might not know is that the Gay Street Bridge now
in progress is the third bridge to be constructed on the site. It grows a bit more impressive each day. However,
in order to understand and appreciate it more fully, we must go back to the 1870s and the history of the very

first Gay Street Bridge.

Setting the Scene

In the 1870s, Phoenixville was
beginning to assume a confident
new image. Businesses were
developing along Bridge Street on
the south side of town, and fine
houses began to appear on the north
side of the French Creek. The
Phoenix Iron Company was coming
into its own as a major industry in
Phoenixville, and its reputation
began to extend beyond
the borders of the town
into the world at
large. The only direct
transportation link between
the two halves of our
town was the Main Street
Bridge at Main and
Bridge Streets, built in
1847. It was a bustling
bundle of confusion,
because the Pickering
Valley Railroad running
alongside of and across
the road at the end of the
bridge made it very
dangerous for travelers.
Other tracks belonging to
the Phoenix Iron Company

Creek in that day was of sufficient
volume to consider enrolling it in the
category of river.

Addressing the Problem

A group of businessmen, weary of
the bottleneck at the Main Street
Bridge, banded together in 1882 to
lobby for a new bridge over the
French Creek at Gay and Bridge
Streets. It would be a great

the corner of Third Avenue and
Main Street, was one of the active
petition supporters who worked
hard to secure a new bridge
for Phoenixville.

The Commissioners sent a “jury
of view” to Phoenixville to assess
the situation and make a
recommendation to build, if
warranted. Their positive response
was made in April of 1882, and

progress was in the air.

completed the scene,

making a total of no less than six
tracks in the area. Moreover, the
recent completion of a new, large
foundry necessitated the laying of
yet another track. The constant
hissing, shrieking, and screaming
sounds of locomotives could frighten
even the calmest horses. Travelers
had to expect frequent delays as well
as breakdowns. Moreover, maps of
the period inform us that French

convenience to local residents as
well as those residing in the
northern part of the county. One
concerned citizen, D. T. Moore, is

credited with organizing the
citizenry and encouraging people to
sign petitions for the erection of a
new bridge in our bustling town. The
petitions would then be given to the
Chester County Commissioners for
approval. John Dismant, who later
built the lovely Victorian house on
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During this period, local
resident and County
Commissioner Warren
MacFeat, an ancestor of
the Frees family, was
praised for his support of
such county ventures.

Selecting the
Participants

Clark, Reeves & Company
of Phoenixville, the
forerunner of the Phoenix
Bridge Company, was
selected to build the
ironwork. It presented a
fine plan for a new
bridge, with a cost
estimate of $42,000.
James Denithorne, an ancestor of
Bob  Deger, longtime HSPA
volunteer and assistant treasurer,
was named contractor of masonry
for the project. Local resident Edwin
T. Bertolett, whose surname is
spelled several different ways in the
records, was selected to be the
project engineer. His detailed
account of his work can be read in its
entirety in The Daily Republican in
a special Gay Street Bridge history




supplement printed in the 1920s for
the dedication of the second Gay
Street Bridge. The edition is
available to readers on microfilm at
the HSPA.

Creating a Bond of Indemnity

Before construction began, the
Chester County Commissioners
insisted on a bond of indemnity to
protect residents whose property
might be damaged during the
building process. It was made and
signed by a number of local citizens.
The fact that lawsuits were brought
by four citizens before the Court of
Common Pleas of Chester County in
1885 as a result of this bond is an
interesting issue in the bridge’s
history. Lack of court action on the
matter later resulted in an appeal to
the state’s Supreme Court. That,
however, is a story in itself, and it
must await a more appropriate time
for the telling.

Breaking Ground and
Commencing to Build

It was promised that the Gay
Street Bridge would be the
handsomest and best bridge in
Chester County. Very early in
August 1883, ground was broken for
its construction. The oldest resident
of Phoenixville, “Brother Moses,”
appeared on the scene with his pick
and shovel and broke ground for
the first pier. The actual building
of the bridge commenced on

James Denithorne

August 6, 1883. The stones used in
some piers and in all the rubble
masonry were obtained from the
quarries of the Phoenix Iron
Company and were of the finest
quality. Red sandstone to be used for
above-ground construction was
obtained by Mr. Denithorme from
quarries mnear Birdsboro. Little
concrete was used in the span, for it
was constructed almost entirely of
iron, steel, and large timbers. The
iron superstructure, built by Clark,
Reeves & Company, was made and
shaped in its entirety within one or
two hundred yards of the site where
the bridge was located.

sy i

Early Gay Street Bridge, c. 1902
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Overcoming Obstacles

It may not surprise you to learr
that there were often delays during
the erection of the bridge. For
example, sometimes cold, stormj
weather intervened. More than
once, contractor James Denithorne
had difficulty in purchasing
additional red sandstone for the
bridge’s substructure from a quarry
in Birdsboro.

The extensive newspaper clipping
file at the Chester County Historical
Society in West Chester enables the
researcher to follow in great detail
the bridge’s erection history on
almost a weekly basis. Countless
clippings report interesting,
otherwise unknown facts about the
construction of the Gay Street
Bridge. Years ago, this information
was carefully cut from the
newspapers of the day and pasted
onto cardboard sheets by tireless
fingers. Then the sheets were filed,
and they are available at the CCHS
for research. The information
gleaned from these sources is unique
and invaluable, but it provides a
daunting task for the reader.

Completing the Project

According to W. H. Richardson, a
local resident who helped form the
iron Phoenix columns for the bridge,
when the workmen were putting the
heavy iron pieces in place, the span
shook quite perceptibly. The men




FEarly Postcard of First Gay Street Plank Bridge

pointed out this fact and shook their
heads dubiously. Mr. Richardson
calmed their anxiety by stating
what he had been taught—that a
bridge that didn’t shake was simply
no good.

Newspaper accounts of the day
enable us to picture the completed
bridge clearly. The total weight of
iron in the entire bridge was
approximately 225 tons. At each end
of the bridge and at various points

...a bridge that

didn’t shake was

simply no good.

along its length were handsome cast
iron lampposts to be lit by gas They
were donated by A. Bonzano, Esq., of
Clark, Reeves & Company. All
ironwork was coated with three
coats of paint of various colors,
ranging from light brown columns
and trusses with caps and bars of
black, to blue railings with yellow
ochre rosettes and bands. The
lampposts were painted dark olive
green. The floor consisted of wooden
planks. Upon completion, the entire

estimated cost of this project was
$46,000, not including engineering.

Testing the Bridge

On February 4, 1884, a trial run
across the bridge was made by
Engineer Bertolett and John Dettra
and their wives in carriages. It was
reported that they flew across at
quite a lively gait. The next day,
about 5,000 people traversed it on
foot. During a portion of the
afternoon, it was filled about as
tightly as they could possibly stand.
From the center of the bridge, when
looking downstream, there was a
fine view of the blast furnace of the
Phoenix Iron Company. When
looking upstream, an equally fine
view of the new mill and the
surroundings was visible.

The testing was not over,
however. After the work on the Gay
Street Bridge was complete, a court-
appointed jury, accompanied by the
Chester County Commissioners,
visited Phoenixville on February 26,
1884, to examine and test it. The
board covering the identifying stone
on the railing was removed at that
time, revealing this information:

Built, A.D. 1883.
Joseph T. Reynolds,
Wellington C. James,

Walter MacFeat.

Commissioners of Chester County.
James Denithorne, Contractor.
Edwin F. Bertolett, Engineer.

The bridge then was tested by
placing twenty-six loaded carts and
teams of horses upon the span, a
weight of approximately sixty tons.
The test continued, involved and
severe, as Engineer Bertolett
checked the results and was satisfied.

Celebrating the Opening
of the Bridge

Dr. Nathan A. Pennypacker

Plans for a large street parade,
lunch for all visitors, and an evening
banquet were made to celebrate the
formal opening of the first Gay
Street Bridge on Saturday,
March 8, 1884. The committee on

~ general arrangements and invitation

consisted of H. H. Gilkyson, Dr.
Nathan A. Pennypacker, Harry
Sloyer, L. B. Vanderslice, and E. F.
Bertolett. All military and civic



associations and the town council
were invited to participate, and
school directors were asked to close
the schools.

The program included a long
parade of civic and military
organizations with Col. N. A.
Pennypacker, chief marshal. A
citizens’ band participated. There
was a salute by the Griffen Battery

Col. H. H. Gilkyson

and music by the Phoenix Military
Band. The “Hallelujah” chorus was
featured, arranged by the band’s
leader, L. B. Vanderslice. After the
parade, a luncheon for visitors was
available in Temperance Hall.
Admission was by ticket. A special
train was run over the Frazer

Gay Street Bridge View from North Side

branch to West Chester, connecting
with the Philadelphia trains at
Frazer. Phoenixville was thronged
with visitors. In the afternoon, the
Gay Street Bridge was formally
presented to Chester County in an
address by Edwin F. Bertolett,
bridge engineer. An acceptance
speech by James T. Reynolds,
President of the Board of
Commissioners, followed, after
which the Gay Street Bridge was
officially declared open. At eight
o’clock in the evening, prominent
citizens held a banquet in a room in
the former Odd Fellows Building
that is now occupied by Wolfgang
Books. There they enjoyed a
splendid gourmet meal of oysters on
the half shell, mock turtle soup, filet
of beef, potatoes and vegetables,
chicken croquettes, broiled oysters,
chicken salad, crackers, cheese, ice
cream, and fruit. Coffee and cigars
followed the meal prior to the
speech-making by prominent
citizens. Col. H. H. Gilkyson was
master of ceremonies. Toasts were
offered to honored guests, Chester
County, West Chester,
“Phoenixville, the Iron City of
Chester County,” the press,
and “Woman.”

The words of presentation
uttered by Edwin F. Bertolett,
project engineer, at the foot of the
first Gay Street Bridge on that gala

opening day in 1884 form a fitting
conclusion to this article:

With its ample width of thirty
feet, its length of eleven hundred
feet, there is a grandeur about i
of which we may be proud; there
is nobility worthy of the good old
county of Chester; there is
beauty that well becomes the
fertile, picturesque valley in
which it is situated; there is
boldness and strength of design
that well adapis it to a position
in the Iron City of Chester
County; there is true value that
commends the builders.

Note: An article on the second Gay
Street Bridge is planned for
another edition of the HSPA
Newsletter.

Primary Sources: Firsthand
newspaper accounts of the
construction of the Gay Streel
Bridge as found in the files of the
Chester County Historical Saciety,
West Chester, and the Historical
Society of the Phoenixville Area
in Phoenixville




DONATIONS:

Neal Thorpe

Mr. & Mrs. Wayne N. Blattner
Mr. & Mrs. David Rung

Mr. David M. Frees, Jr.

IN SYMPATHY:

HSPA extends condolences to the
families of recently deceased members:
Mr. Joseph T. Mooney, Jr

Mr. Joseph A. Puleo, Jr.

MEETING DATES

]oard meetings are held on
B | the second Wednesday of the

| month (first Wednesday in
months when Quarterly Meetings
are held). Quarterly meetings are
held the second Wednesday of the
month in March, June and
December. The Quarterly meeting
in September takes place at the
annual banquet (date to be

announced). Members are welcome
to attend all meetings.

YEARBOOKS
NEEDED

he society has a large
T collection of Phoenixville
High School Yearbooks since
they were first published in 1930.
Researchers visiting our library find
these publications to be waluable
resources for family history.
we would like to fill the “holes”
in our collection and would
welcome donations of the following
yearbooks:

1930, 1955, 1960, 1961, 1979, 1981,
1985, 1986, 1987, 1989, 1990, 1993,
1997, 2002 to the present.

Prior to 1930, the school
published smaller booklets under
the title “Purple and White” as
commencement issues and
additional issues in some years. We
need issues of the “Purple and
White” for the following years: any
pre-1908 issues, issues for 1914,
1915 and 1916 [Note: none were
published, 1917-1920].
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Phoenix Bridges

A virtual tour of
Phoenix Iron and Steel Company
siructures that still span waterways
across the country

See photos and hear descriptions of Phoenix Bridges
as they continue to carry cars and trains to their
destinations. Heritage Center Board Member Jeff Amerine
telis how the Phoenix Bridge Company heiped to make the :
Phoenix Iron and Steel Cornpany an industry leader. i

Tuesday, December 2, 2008 at 7:30 p.m.

Schuylkill River Heritage Center
2 Main St I
i Phoenixville, PA i

www.phoenixvillefoundry.org

This event is sponsored jointly by the Schuylkill River Heritage Center
and the Historical Society of the Phoenixville Area
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INTERESTING
FLEA MARKET
ITEM

n interesting item was

A_ donated for ' the HSPA
Strawberry Festival’'s Flea
Market in June. A decorative bowl
made in Japan bears remarkable
similarities to a rare piece in the
HSPA majolica collection. One of
the unique items on display in the
Clegg Room of the museum is a piece
that features a bowl in the shape of
a shell mounted on a fish-shaped
pedestal. It is beautifully painted
and with crisp details. In sharp
contrast, the flea market, although
of the same basic design, is made of
white china, glazed but not painted
or having nearly the sharp details.
However, the basic design
similarities are quite remarkable.

HSPA has kept the item for

comparative purposes when giving
programs on majolica to visiting
groups. Itis presently on display in
the Clegg Room.

Flea market
item

HSPA item



UPCOMING EVENTS OF OTHER HIST()RICAL ORGANIZATIONS

» The Schuylkill River Heritage Center, located in the Foundry Building (2 Main Street) has re- -opened. The
SRHC had been closed while renovations were being completed in the rest of the Foundry Building. The center
features a display of artifacts related to the iron and steel heritage of Phoenixville, interactive touch-screen
computers with information about the regmn and wdeo programs The SRHC is open Wednesdays through
Sundays, 11 AM. to 3 P.M. FREE iy

L The Schuylklll Canal Assocmt:on will hold their annua.l Hohday Lummana on Saturday, December 13

6 to 9 P.M, and on Sunday, December 14, Wﬂl hoid a Hehday Craft Show at the Locktender’s House from 1 to 4 P‘\I

'°:H.15toric Pof{:égrbve Maﬁur is decorafed for the helldajrs and 15 featﬁnng a speeiéi program, Yuletide e\t '
Pottsgrove through Jenuary 11 Open Tues to Sat 10 AM. te 4 P.M. and Sundays from 1 to 4pM. FREE

° Spnng-Ford H1stonca1 Society wﬂl hold its annual Chmstmas Open House on Sunday, December 7 from noon to
-5 P.M. The open house will feature toys of the ’305 ’40s and ’503 The soc1ety is located at 256 ’\Iam Street in.
Royersford FREE . : oibeiain ;

. Pennypacker MlIls offers Hohday Tours of' Govemor Pen.nypacker’s Mans1on through J anuary 4th. Hours are
~Tues. through sat., 10 AM.-4 P.M. and Sundays, 1 to 4 P.M. A spemal Victorian Christmas Open House will be held

~ on Sunday, December 13 fmm 2 to 8 P.M. Pennypacker Mﬂls is Iocated at5 Haldeman Road in Schwenkswlle

MEMBERS NOTE:

If your mailing label is highlighted, your membership is due for renewal and this will be your last issue.

The Historical Society of the Phoenixville Area is a non-profit corporation organized exclusively for charitable purposes ivithin the
meaning of section 501 c 3 of the U.S. Internal Revenue Code of 1954 as amended. Contributions are tax deductible.
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