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Banquet September 12

The annual banquet will take place Wednesday,
September 12, at Dell’Aquila’s Restaurant, 208 Bridge
Street. The social hour starts at 6 and a beef Burgundy
dinner will be served promptly at 7 p.m. Tickets are $11.00
and may be purchased at Croft’s Stationery, Frees
Insurance, or the Printing Post. Reservations close
September 7. A telephone call to Dave Frees before that
date will insure you a ticket.

The speaker will be David Hollenberg, architect for John
Milner Associates, Philadelphia, and he will talk about the

history and restoration of the Fairmount Water Works

along the Schuylkill River below Philadelphia Museum of
Art. .
Membership

A hearty welcome to the following new -members: Robert
Deger who enrolled as a Friend of HSPA, Leslie
Lighton-Humphries, Mr. and Mrs. Robert Klotzbach, Jane
Latta, John Moon,Barbara Nissley, Edward O'Donnell.

With regret we report the deaths of Kathryn S. Moyer
and Nora Mellinger.

Engagement Calendar-

The 1991 calendar goes on sale in the fall. Please buy
copies for yourself and your friends. This original work of
art is sure to become a family keepsake.

Berks County Heritage Center

Cathy L. Wegener described the Berks County Heritage
Center, near Reading, to those who attended last June's
quarterly meeting. Originally a dairy farm, the land
occupied by the Center is now home to a number of
important historical exhibits. Some of them were brought
there by the Army Corps of Engineers to prevent their
inundation when a dam across the Tulpehocken Creek
formed Blue Marsh Lake.

Relocated exhibits include the Gruber Wagon Works and
a Catholic cemetery for the interment of Irish workers who
died of ‘‘swamp fever’” during the building of the Union

anal. Melcher’s Grist Mill, reerected at the Center, used

to stand in the town of Bally. Already at the location was
Wertz's covered bridge, one of five remaining in Berks
County and notable for being the longest singie-span
covered bridge in the state.

Added to this nucleus is the C. Howard Heister

collection of canal memorabilia of more than 1,400 items.
Heister preserved artifacts from both the Schuylkill
Navigation canal and the Union canal that connected the
Schuylkill and the Susquehanna Rivers and had a port at
Reading. On display is the houseboat ‘‘Mildred,” a
converted coal scow that once plied the Schuylkill.

The Gruber Wagon Works made farm wagons, hayflats,
work sleighs and wooden truck bodies. The restored and
fully equipped building is considered the most complete
example of an old time rural manufactory in the nation.

The Center’s 9th annual Heritage Celebration Day takes
place October 7th and promises entertainment for the
whole family. For information call 374-8839.

Kimberton Fair -

The HSPA exhibit in last July’s Kimberton Fair featured
Phoenixville architecture. Four boards were set up and
each exemplified buildings of a different style, Gothic
Revival, Italianate, Second Empire and Queen Anne.
Thanks to the good services and artistic talent of one of

our younger members, Becky Manley, the disp]ay was very
well received. i

John Lukacs’ New Book

Latest book by member John Lukacs is called
Confessions of an Original Sinner, published by Ticknor &
Fields, N.Y., 1990, and may be purchased at the Book Bin

for $19.95.
Museum Openings

The Museum is Open first Sundays of the month from 1
till 4. Hosts for Sept. 2 are Dot and George Kulp; Oct. 7,
Elyse Fiebert; Nov. 4, Peg Trunk and Laura Robb; Dec. 2,
Mark Chester. The office and museum are open every
Wednesday and Friday from 9 to 3.
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Rapp’s Flour Mill
And Its Antecedent

The Continental Powder Mill

By Miriam Clegg
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Rapp’s Flour Mill flourished between 1878 and 1928 on
an East Pikeland Township tract that lay on both sides of
the French Creek, two miles west of Phoenixville. The land
it occupied is bisected by a north-south road that goes
from Route 23 to Route 113 and is named Rapp’s Dam
Road. The quaint and picturesque bridge that takes the
road over the creek is called Rapp’s covered bridge.

Two generations- of the prominent local family managed
the old time mill, George Washington Rapp and his son,
Joseph P. Rapp. Their establishment measured 40 by 55
feet and was four stories high. Production amounted to 55
barrels per day.

Along with their milling operation the Rapps were
wholesale and retail dealers in several brands of flour and
animal feed which they transported by wagon to
Phoenixville, Spring City, and other nearby communities.
One of their customers was the school for orphaned
children of Civil War soldiers housed in the old inn
buildings at Yellow Springs. Since a branch of the
Pickering Valley Railroad passed through their land, they
were able to ship regularly to Philadelphia such popular
brands as Gold Medal Flour and Lay or Bust chicken feed.
Local folks enjoyed their rhyming advertisement which
went like this:

““There was a Miss in Phoenixville

‘‘Who was so wondrous wise

‘‘She used Rapp’s Roller Flour

*‘To bake the family pies."’

Rapps were numerous in the region around Phoenixville,
and the family could count three earlier generations before
George Washington Rapp. Philip Rapp was the patriarch of
the tribe, and he resided in Charlestown Township during
the Revolutionary War. A native of Germany, he came to
America before 1750 and lived for a while in Haverford,
Pa. His name first appears on Chester County taxpayers
lists in 1774. He was a blacksmith by trade, which means
he fabricated such useful items as latches, hinges, and iron
utensils of all sorts,

Philip fathered seven sons and one daughter, and his
second oldest son, Barnet, served in a local militia uni
commanded by Capt. Samuel Roberts. Most of the othe:
sons were too young to enlist.

When the British army overran the area in September o
1777, Philip reported damages amounting to 7 pounds, 1!
shillings, 6 pence. During the Valley Forge encampmen
sick soldiers were billeted in the Rapp home. Two of therr
died and were buried in his woods. Philip died in 1793 anc
his will describes his property as being 190 acres adjoining
land of Patrick Anderson, officer in the American army
Without a doubt Philip was a witness of many event:
involving the Continental gunpowder manufactory ir
nearby Pikeland Township.

The 1776 Continental Powder Mill was planned afte
exports of gunpowder to America were cut off by
proclamation of King George Il of England, and an urgen
need arose for a domestic supply. The few powder mille
that ever existed in the colonies had been allowed to fal
into disrepair after the French and Indian War.

The Pennsylvania Committee of Safety (later call Council
of Safety) convened in Philadelphia in 1775 and worked in
close accord with the Continental Congress which had alsc
assembled in the city. The Pennsylvania body resolved tc
erect on behalf of the national congress a powder mill large
enough to produce four tons per week. For safety’s sake
the mill was to be located in a remote country area.

The men who sought out and purchased the mill site
Col. Clement Biddle and Capt. Joseph Cowperthwaite,
headed northwest on the Great Road following along the
south side of the Schuylkill River. They found lodging witr
Squire William Moore whose home, Moore Hall, stil
stands near the mouth of Pickering Creek. Moore was we'
known in Philadelphia since he was a frequent visitor.
When he was younger, he had served as a member of the
Assembly, Pennsylvania’s governing body. Nevertheless
the visit of the two patriots must have disconcerted the olc

{Continued on Page 3)
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{Continued From Page 2)
gentleman who reputedly was a Tory. Biddle and
Cowperthwaite explored along the river two miles further
west to the mouth of French Creek, and followed that
waterway two miles upstream to a point they considered a
likely mill site.

The pre-revolutionary settlers on the powder mill site
were apparently another German immigrant family, the
Schneiders (Anglicized to Snyder,) though there is no
verification in Chester County records. Because of legal
disputes amongst overseas owners of Pikeland Township
land, neither Snyder, nor any other resident of the
township received title to his property until after 1789. The
military men paid 1,500 pounds English currency (about
$4,000) and again, the transaction does not appear in
county records.

The project was begun in mid-April with the construction
of a dam across French Creek to create a mill pond and
assure a steady supply of water in the mill race.

The process of making gunpowder involves the mixing
together of three ingredients, saltpeter, sulphur and
charcoal, and this operation requires a stamping mill. The
ingredients were first sifted until as fine as flour, weighed,
and measured into correct proportions. Next the powder

~

Ruins of Snyder’s Qil Mill
Drawn by Jane Ritchey

The decaying building visible from the 7
road when crossing Rapp’s covered bridge
recently received attention from Robert

PG pg vt Zepd )
5 AL o DT ATy

g5

by 272 feet with a 10 foot water wheel, and it containec
12 sieves and a bolting cloth. The same building helc
stampers for preparing the sulphur and saltpeter. The
initial refining of saltpeter was done in another structure
furnished with twelve large iron kettles.

The grains were tumbled in barrels to give them
roundness. The finished powder was dried on flat trays in
drying houses that were essentially small rooms with large
stoves fired from the outside to avoid sparks. Four of these
houses were constructed at the Continental Mill site, each
measuring 27 by 27 feet. One of them remained until the
20th century and appeared on a picture post card printed

in 1905.

The most difficult problem the powder makers faced was
obtaining an adequate supply of saltpeter, a material
uncommon in America that had always in the past beer
purchased overseas.Since saltpeter forms naturally ir
humid soils heavily impregnated with decaying animal o
vegetable wastes, the Commitee of Safety asked al
patriotic citizens to collect it. To this end a state wide
appeal was made in the newspapers addressed ‘‘to al
those whose public virtue and patriotic spirit would excite
them to such a valuable and necessary undertaking at this
crisis of time . . .’ Chester County residents were notifiec
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retains its water turbine. The presence of
bandmade nails lends an element of mystery
as to the date.

makers moistened the mixture until it was the consistency
of bread dough. Equal quantities were placed in mortars
that were built into the mill. While kept moist at all times,
the ‘‘dough’’ was pounded for about twelve hours with
stampers that were activated by the power of the turning
water wheel.

The same system of shafts and gears that turned the
millstone in a grist mill could also provide the pounding
action needed in a stamping mill.

The Continental’s stamping mill was located south of the
creek and west of the present Rapp’s Dam Road. It was a
stone building, 102%2 by 31 feet eight inches, with two
breast wheels, 18 feet in diameter and five feet wide,
placed in the center of the building. There were 72 mortars
and double that number of stampers.

The next step was graining, accomplished by passing the
gunpowder mixture through a number of sieves, each a
little finer than the preceding one. A separate graining mill
was erected for this purpose and it stood on the west side
of the present Rapp’s Dam Road, just south of the covered
bridge that is now there. The graining mill was stone, 37%
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that lessons would be given at the homes of William
McFall of Charlestown, Mr. Culbertson of Yellow Springs,
and Mr. Brumback of Vincent.

Superintendent of the Continental Powder Mill was &
56-year-old Philadelphia gunsmith, Peter DeHaven. He anc
his son, Hugh, moved into a house built especially for
them at the mill site. At the start of the Revolution there
was a critical shortage of guns as well as of powder, anc
DeHaven was under contract at a state-owned factory ai
3rd and Cherry Streets in Philadelphia. In May of 1776 he
had been ordered by the Committee of Safety to make
public the processes of gun making and instruct others ir
the art. The DeHavens relied for expertness in powde:
making on a Mr. Peck, first name unknown.

Early in July of 1776 DeHaven began the manufacture o
powder at French Creek and his production came close tc
the ariginal expectations for the mill. In December of tha
year the British army approached Philadelphia, coming a:
close as Trenton, N.J. Ythe threat to the city made i
expedient to move the gun factory to the French Creel

(Continued on Page 4)
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(Continued From Page 3)
powder mill site. A boring and grinding mill for gun
barrels was added to the two mills already in operation,
and in addition a number of shops were built for making
locks, stocks, springs, bayonets, etc.

Before the fateful year of 1776 was over, the possibiiity
of British raids even in this remote area caused the
transfer of military suppiies to Lancaster. After the danger
abated and DeHaven’'s men returned, the Committee of
Safety ordered a company of militia for French Creek. A
local man, William Dewees, colonel of Pennsylvania
militia, but even better known as the ironmaster of the
Valley Forge, arranged for the construction of barracks.
Thomas Bodley was captain of the militiamen.

In January of 1777 production of powder was sustained,
and nineteen men were employed in the gun ways. The
work force was probably increased after the following
advertisement appeared in a Philadelphia newspaper:

““Wanted immediately a number of hands who under-
stand any of the branches of the gunsmith’s business.
Stockers in particular will meet with good encouragement
by applying to Peter DeHaven at the public manufactory at
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French Creek, or James Carter at Third Street, near Arch
Street.””’

A few of the gunsmiths’ names are known: Jacob Ferree
of Lancaster County; Joshua Tomlinson, Philadelphia;
Ebenezer Cowell, Allentown; and Benjamin Rittenhouse of
(now) Montgomery County. Benjamin was a brother of
David Rittenhouse, pioneer astronomer and clock maker.

DeHaven’s early success with powder making did not
sontinue for long, but suffered a serious set back on March
10, 1777 when two explosions and a fire wrecked the
stamping mill. The distraught superintendent suspected
sabotage and attempted to place the blame on some of the
workmen and on a visitor to the works, Peter Grubb,
ironmaster of Cornwall Furnace. All were exonerated after
a hearing.

Very likely replacement of the mill was started at once,
but it was not yet in operation in September when the
British army invaded this part of Pennsylvania. The day
after the Battle of Brandywine, General Washington
ordered the removal of all remaining stores fromFrench
Creek. They were taken away by wagons under military
guard. Isaac Anderson, a neighbor of Philip Rapp’s,
assisted in the transfer to places of safety and later wrote
about his experience in his ‘‘Historical Sketch of
Charlestown Township, published by Potter’s American
Monthly lllustrated Magazine. Anderson indicates that
disappointment over the abandonment of the powder mill
was lightened when the Americans met on the road a file

of Hessians marching to prison camp in York County. The
enemy soldiers had been captured at the Battle of Trenton.

A week later the British army reached the Fountain Inn,
still standing to the present day, and their raiding parties
sought out and burned the Continental Powder Mi’
buildings. Though hidden away in a secluded valley, th.
location of the mill had been marked on an enemy spy map
which came to light in the present century along with other
documents of General Sir Henry Clinton.

DeHaven’s gun factory continued operations for a time
in Hummelstown, near the Susquehanna River. However,
after the foreign alliance made possible by the diplomacy
of Benjamin Franklin, Americans relied heavily for both
arms and powder on our new ally, the Kingdom of France.

Casper Snyder, Jr., owned the historic powder mill
property in 1800, and he, and later on his two sons, Henry
and Thomas, built and operated grist and saw mills.

Sometime between 1830 and 1847 the Snyders also
erected a stone oil mill, close to the road, and on the south
side of French Creek. Quantities of flax plants were raised
at that time for the domestic manufacture of linen cloth.
The Snyders had sacks of the seeds shipped to them via

“Breast “Wheel

canal boats and wagons. They processed the material into
linseed (linen-seed) oil, a very necessary ingredient of
paint, and thereby, it is said, made a fortune. At a later
period cotton cloth superseded homespun linen, and a
wagon maker converted the oil mill into a spoke mill for
making wagon wheels.

During the period of the Snyders’ ownership, a covered
bridge was built over French Creek at a spot where it had
always before been forded.

In the mid-1800s powder was once again made in the
vicinity of French Creek on a parcel of land adjoining the
Continental Powder Mill tract. By that date powder was
greatly in demand for blasting, replacing the pick and
shovel when it was necessary to move rock or ore.
Dynamite had not yet been invented. The mid-century
powder master was Levi Oberholtzer, well known for his
wholesale and retail drug business that occupied the
southwest corner of Main and Bridge Streets in
Phoenixville. Oberholtzer’s blasting powder manufactory
went along very well until his mill, like the Continental,
suffered an accidental explosion and fire. A small stream
that is a tributary of French Creek received the name
‘‘Powder Mill Run’’ because it was used by Oberholtzer’
works. Likewise the designation ‘'Old Powder Magazine
in Witmer's 1873 property atlas refers to Oberholtzer’s
powder storehouse.

In 1878 the Continental Powder Mill property passed

{Continued on Page 5)
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{Continued From Page 4)
into the hands of a 4th generation Rapp. George
Washington Rapp was a grandson of Barnet, the
revolutionary war soldier. As a youth he learned the trade
of miller at Prizer’s Kimberton mill, two miles upstream,
and he afterwards rented Snyder’s mill and worked there
12 or 13 years before the purchase. George W. had two
sons, Joseph P. and Ulysses S. Grant Rapp, the latter born
in the miller’s house in 1865, another fateful year. All
members of the family were well aware of the historical
importance of their East Pikeland property. Joseph P.
Rapp investigated the ruins and the information he
unearthed was passed on to his grandson, Brower Rapp
Ellis. The map presented here was made by Ellis and tells
at a glance the whole story of the mills.

Joseph Rapp has stated that the dam is the original one,
except for a repair at one end necessary after a washout.
The concrete drive over the dam was placed there by the
Borough of Phoenixville. The position of the mill race, as
noted on the map, shows where the tail race sent the flow
of water back into the creek. The structure near the
covered bridge is Snyder’s oil mill, built on the site of the
Continental graining mill. A powder drying house that
survived the British raid and was photographed in 1905,
was afterwards used as a feed warehouse. The fact that
this building remained casts doubt on the version accepted
by most historians that all was destroyed by the enemy
raid.

The Rapp estate sold the property in 1919. It was at a
later date purchased by the Borough of Phoenixville who
was considering French Creek as a possible source of
water supply. The Borough rented the 19th century flour
mill to the Eclipse Company, maker of animal feed and
other products, until its demise by fire in 1938. Occupying

the site at the present time are the Pennsylvania National
Guard armory, the East Pikeland Township building, and a
few houses.

An amazing part of this story is the large number of
people from this area whose ancestors took part in the
events, many of whom are members of our historical
society. Rapps include Brower R. Ellis, Ruth C. Keim, and
our past president Rodger Rapp. Betty Dewees Johnson is
a direct descendant of Col. William Dewees. Irvin Meeser
and Alfred Clegg claim Capt. Thomas Bodley as an
ancestor. Neal Thorpe is a descendant of Isaac Anderson.
The Wismer-Rapp house, headquarters of the Charlestown
Historical Society, memorializes Benjamin Rapp who was &
saddler. There are probably many more and perhaps you
will make your names known to us.

In conclusion, there is a point to ponder. It now appears
to be a possibility that Snyder’s oil mill, supposedly built
between 1830 and 1847 at the location of the Continental
graining mill, may in reality be the graining mill itself,
remade into an oil mill. A mill expert recently discovered
handmade nails and up-and-down saw marks in the frame
parts of the old building. The dimensions of the structure
correspond with those of the graining mill. Might not the
ruins, not too far gone for restoration, have actually played
an important role in the American Revolution?

Historical data and map are courtesy of Brower R. Ellis
who searched all the usual sources such as Pennypacker’s
Annals, the writings of Futhey & Cope and Cope &
Ashmeade, newspaper clipping files, the Register of Wills,
and in addition, Minutes of the Council of Safety, Colonial
Records, Vol. X; Minutes of Supreme Executive Council of
Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, Colonial Records, Vol. XI.

Thanks also to Estelle Cremers, author of ‘30,000
Acres,”’ a history of Vincent and Pikeland Townships.

MAP KEY:

1. Township Building
2. Gun Factory Sita
3. Militia Barracks and

‘Worker Houaing Site
Flour and Feed Mill Site (16th Cantury)
Gralning Mill (Later Linseed

Ol Mil)
8. Foundations Believed to be

Powder Drylng Housea

7. Powder Stamping Mill Sita
8. Barn of Powdermasters House
9. Powdermaatera House Site (Approx.)
I Mill Race
1. Dam
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In Our Mailbox

Editor’s Note: Although our society continues to receive
inquiries by mail, more and more peopie are bringing their
questions to the office on Wednesdays and Fridays. Laura
Robb, archivist, herewith lists some appeals that show the
variety of interests involved.

Researchers from Valley Forge National Park asked for
information about the limestone cave in Port Kennedy,
known as the bone cave after Charles Wheatley, the miner,
discovered fossil remains there in the mid 1800s. They are
now working with Joe Varady,
archaeologist.

Owners of Morris cemetery sought information about the
Samuel A. Whitaker Post of American Legion and the
dedication of the Civil War monument while they were
preparing for special Memorial Day ceremonies.

There was an inquiry about the amusement park on
Valley Park Road operated by the Phoenixville, Valley
Forge & Strafford Electric Railway from about 1910 to
1923. Another was about John Kelly who ran a cotton mill
on the North Side in the 1840s. This was apparently the

same mill that was built by Edward Garrigues and Charles -

S. Smith in 1828 and was located between the canal and
French Creek at 116 Railroad Street.

Reading residents are looking for information about
Rebecca Lane, second wife of David Marys (Maris), a
descendant of Christian Maris. An Edward Lane lived in
the area during the Revolution, but as yet his children’s
names have not been ascertained.

Dwellers in the Historic District have called, or come in,
seeking the history and architectural significance of their
houses. One of them supplied us with the name of the
architect of her Washington Avenue home. Schuylkill
Township has appointed a committee to locate their
historic buildings, and our society was able to furnish them
with an old map and some literature about former
residents.

In two different cases students writing term papers on
area involvement in the Underground Railroad interested
their families in the subject to such as extent that the
mothers came to the office to gather material.

In addition to the ‘‘locals,”” we had out-of-state visitors
— majolica collectors from California, a man from
Massachusetts looking up Phoenix Bridge Company
bridges, and a genealogist from Florida.

society member and

Majolica’s First Lady

A widening interest in Victorian majolica from all
regions, American, English and Continental, occurred this
year after the publication of a book entitled Majolica: ~
Complete History and lllustrated Survey, by Marilyn G.
Karmason with Joan B. Stack; Harry N. Abrams, Inc.,
New York, N.Y., price $75.00. A section of the book is
devoted to Etruscan majolica made by the Phoenixville
firm of Griffen, Smith and Hill, and includes fine color
illustrations of the local ware.

The major undertaking by Dr. Karmason followed by
only a year the formation of a society for those Americans
and Europeans interested in the decorative pottery. It is
called Majolica International Society, and anyone who
wishes to join may do so by sending a membership fee of
$35 to 1275 First Avenue, Suite 103, New York, N.Y.
10021. Michael Strawser is founder and first president.

The group chose King of Prussia as a site for its second
annual banquet meeting in April, largely because it was
close to Phoenixville where the finest majolica in the
country was made. The two-day affair attracted 122
members and 14 dealer members from 19 states. Rita and
lan Smythe represented Great Britain. Prominently
displayed was the garniture, or mantlepiece setting,,
donated to our society by Grace Hadfield. The pair of
vases and a jug, decorated with the Great Seal of the
United States, won the gold medal at the New Orleans Fair
in 1884.

A number of lectures were delivered during the evening,
but by all odds the high point of the whole affair occurred
immediately following dinner. One of our historical society
members, Ann M.P. Stern, was awarded a plaque
proclaiming her the FIRST LADY OF AMERICAMN
MAJOLICA. Mrs. Stern stood up and made an acceptanc.
speech in which she described incidents of her lifelong
hobby. Now 93, she advised her audience to ‘‘keep
collecting majolica and live long and happy lives.”’

Historical Society

Of the Phoenixville Area
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