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Although many of you know me well, | would like to
introduce myself to those who don’t. | have lived in
Phoenixville my entire life graduating from PAHS. |

s

earned engineering degrees at Villanova University and
worked in the utility and oil industries. | have been an
active firefighter with Phoenix Hose, Hook & Ladder Co.
No. 1 for over 50 years and have held many positions
there including president and assistant fire chief. My
wife Susan and | have two sons and daughters-in-law
and seven grandchildren who all live in the Phoenixville
area.

| am a charter member of HSPA but have only been
very active the past ten years and have held the
positions of Vice President and President Elect. I've
been involved with many aspects of running our
museum, maintaining our archival collections and
managing our building and grounds and have had the
pleasure to work alongside many talented volunteers at
HSPA.  Serving on the Facilities-Capital Campaign
Committee, | was intricately involved with the design
and construction of last year’s improvements to our
beautiful new museum and research areas.

Looking to the future, | envision our organization as
continuing to build upon the successes of past boards
and volunteers. While HSPA has come a long way, there
are several areas where we want to improve our
property including an additional ADA restroom and new
off-street parking. We also need to make general
improvements to other parts of our building that were
not touched by last year’s construction. Our museum
committee worked hard to produce HSPA’s new
museum space and displays. They are committed to
evolve museum displays over time to keep it fresh and
worth revisiting. If you haven’t found time to visit our
new museum, | strongly encourage you to make your
way here soon.

| would like to thank out-going president John Keenan
for his untiring dedication and energy he has given to
HSPA over his four-year tenure as president. He now
moves into the position of chairman of the board and
has promised to remain involved with HSPA.

Dave Meadows, HSPA President




Our Grand Opening in June was an amazing success!
We have never experienced as huge a number of visitors
as we had that day. Every day we are open sees new
visitors! It was a wonderful crowning achievement for
the renovations which took place over the last year. As |
think back over the last four years I'm amazed at
everything we have accomplished! Our program at the
Annual Banquet on September 14 will be a pictorial
review of the last four years. Plan to attend so you
don’t miss it!

Every past president, voiunteer and member has
helped grow this organization into what it is today - a
world class museum which has become a destination.
This is evidenced by the increasing numbers of visitors
we are seeing on Wednesdays and Fridays. Who knows
what is next!

Please give our incoming President Dave Meadows the
same support which you have given me. He is going to
do a fantastic job!

Many Thanks,

John Keenan
Chairman of the Board

IMPORTANT

ANNOUNCEMENT !

HSPA EXPANDS PUBLIC HOURS
At the August Board meeting, the decision was made to
expand HSPA’s days when open to the public. Beginning

in September, in addition to Wednesday and Friday
openings, the HSPA Museum will be open on “First
Fridays” (6-9 PM) and on the third Sundays (1-4 PM)
each month. Current volunteers have signed up to fill
some time slots, but additional help is needed. ‘First
Fridays’ require five people on hand and Sunday
afternoons will require at least three people. Additional
volunteers are currently being recruited. If interested,
contact the HSPA Office (610-935-7646). Training will be
provided.

HISTORICAL SOCIETY OF THE PHOENIXVILLE AREA
204 Church Street
Phoenixville, PA 19460
610-935-7646
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Born Jerome
| Silberman,

Hollywood's

Gene Wilder

served our

nation as an

| Army paramedic
at Valley Forge
Army Hospital.

Gene Wilder’s Time at Valley Forge
General Hospital (VFGH)

A Hidden Chapter of a Hollywood Legend
By Kathleen Welch, Ph.D.

Valley Forge General Hospital, better known around
Phoenixville as the “Army Hospital” was a significant
military medical facility in Phoenixville. It opened on
February 22, 1943, during World War I, and became
one of the largest military hospitals in the United States,
with over 3,000 hospital beds and more than 100
buildings. (Today, the University of Valley Forge occupies
this site.)

The hospital was known for its groundbreaking medical
achievements in plastic surgery, eye surgery,
rehabilitation for blind patients and psychiatry. During
its three decades of operation, the hospital cared for
nearly 200,000 patients spanning three major conflicts
with peacetime intervals. The hospital also employed
thousands of people during this time, not only the
military but also local civilians. One of the men drafted
by the Army who served at VFGH in the late fifties was
the comedic icon, Gene Wilder.

At that time, he was still Jerome Silberman from
Milwaukee, a young man with a degree in theatre from
the University of lowa and dreams of becoming an actor
on Broadway. While military service might seem like an
unusual start for an actor known for his eccentric
charm, Wilder’s time in the Army played a pivotal role in
shaping his future.

Wilder’s choice to serve at Valley Forge from 1958-
1959 was strategic—it allowed him to be close to New

York City, where he pursued acting classes at the HB
Studio in his free time. Juggling military service with
artistic ambition, he enhanced his craft while fulfilling
his duties as a neuropsychiatric technician in the
neuropsychiatric unit at VFGH.

When | arrived at Valley Forge, | was given a choice of
work: sterilization of equipment, tubercular ward, etc. |
chose the Neuropsychiatric hospital, which was across
the road. | imagined that the things | would see there
might relate more to acting than any of the other
choices. | wasn't wrong.

| was assigned to a “locked ward”, which meant the
patients were locked in with bars on the windows, to
protect them and to keep them from escaping. All the
young soldiers and some older ones had had psychotic
breakdowns, not from war stress, this was peacetime,
but from other kinds of stress. Every patient arrived in an
ambulance wearing a straitjacket that was regulation—
because some of these men had become violent when
their emotional dam broke.

VFGH Psych Ward Outlined in Red

My main job on the day shift was to help administer
electroshock therapy which meant holding the patient
down while the doctor induced a grand mal seizure. |
had a terrible time emotionally for the first three or four
weeks until | saw the good that came from it—perhaps
only temporarily. The analogy the doctor gave us was
that it was like lifting a car that was stuck in the snow
because its wheels kept spinning, digging the car in
deeper. When the troubled mind is no longer in the same
rut perhaps it will take a new path.



The evening shift was my favorite. | helped escort the
patients from the locked ward to a Red Cross dance
three times a week. It was held in a reception hall on the
ground floor. No bars on the windows. A busload of
young girls—all volunteers—came in from town which
was two miles away to dance with the patients. The
other corpsmen and | were not allowed to dance with
these young girls. The Teamsters always provided a
small band which played popular standards.”

s

Young Jerome Silberman

The July 25, 1958 issue of “The Forge”, the hospital’s
newspaper, shows that not only the Teamsters but
celebrities entertained at these dances, including Dick
Clark, of TV’s American Bandstand. One night, he
presided as MC at the night’s record hop at VFGH.

This edition of “The Forge” also includes a short article
about the tennis team at VFGH. Wilder (then known as
Jerome Silberman) competed for VFGH, and he played
for honors in the 1958 men’s open at the Second Army
Tennis Tournament at Aberdeen Proving Ground, MD.
(This seems to be the only time Jerome Silberman was
mentioned in “The Forge” during his two years at
VFGH.)

He was an accomplished athlete in other sports, such
as fencing, and became the first freshman to win the All
School Fencing Championship when he was studying
acting at the Old Vic Theatre School in England. There is
no record that he competed in fencing at VFGH but one
of his first theatre jobs after being honorably discharged
from his service at VFGH was to teach fencing at the
Circle in the Square Theatre in NYC. He was also hired
to do fencing choreography for the Broadway
production of Macbeth with Jason Robards. His love for
sports throughout his life reflected his appreciation for
discipline and competition, qualities that also defined
his approach to acting.

Wilder then won one of his first big roles on Broadway
in “One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest.” In the 1963
Broadway production, he played the role of Billy Bibbit,
a stuttering and timid patient in a mental institution
who commits suicide at the end of the play. This

performance highlighted his dramatic acting abilities
and further solidified his reputation as a versatile actor.

His service in the neuropsychiatric unit at VFGH and his
own struggles with mental suffering helped Wilder play
that role and others throughout his career with
compassion and emotional depth. His characters often
had a mix of vulnerability and eccentricity, making them
relatable and endearing.

Scene fr(;m )One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest’
Gene Wilder second from left

While he distanced himself from organized religion, his
Jewish heritage and spiritual exploration shaped his
worldview and artistic approach. Wilder believed in
treating others with kindness, empathy and respect, a
principle he carried into his relationships and work.

He could empathize with others since he, himself, had
suffered from mental illness. In his moving
autobiography, “Kiss Me Like a Stranger: My Search for
Love and Art”, he candidly discusses his struggles,
especially when he was young and suffered from guilt.
Gene Wilder's feelings of guilt were deeply tied to his
mother’s health. When he was eight years old, his
mother suffered a severe heart attack. Her doctor pulled
young Wilder aside and told him, "Don't ever get angry
with your mother because you might kill her." He also
advised him to "try to make her laugh." This moment
had a profound impact on Wilder, shaping his lifelong
desire to bring joy to others.

From that point on, Wilder consciously tried to make
his mother laugh, which later evolved into his passion
for comedy and performance. This early experience
instilled in him a sense of responsibility and guilt, as he
feared that any negative emotions or actions could
harm his mother.

“Being on the stage was the thing that saved me from
myself. When | was in a play | was safe. That much |
learned at VFGH. Acting seems so much easier than life.
When I'm on stage, | feel safe. "They' can't get me."
(Careful, son . .. you're talking crazy again.) But onstage,
everyone listens to me and watches me and — if I'm any
good — applauds me. And when I'm taking my bow, |



have the belief that I've earned my feeling of grace — as
if God were saying, ‘You did something worthwhile, so |
won't punish you . . . for a few days’”

His time at VFGH was invaluable and helped him seek
out psychiatric treatment later in NYC when he was
discharged.

Medical Corps Medallion and Wilder’s Rank

Of all these young men in the locked ward at VFGH, the
one who got to me the most was the patient who knelt
down every morning in front of the television set
blocking the view of all the other patients watching
Amos and Andy and began praying to the monitor? To
Amos? Or Kingfisher? Or God? (Hold on here, | thought.
Youre getting into my territory.) That’s when the
heavenly thought came to me that maybe | wasn’t called
on to do some special and sacrificial thing...maybe, | was
just sick” Wilder experienced a compulsion to pray
during his youth, particularly when he was around 18
years old. He described this phase in interviews,
explaining that he would pray for 20 minutes, then 30
minutes, and eventually for hours at a time. He wasn’t
entirely sure what he was praying about. “The only
small clue | had was wondering, every once in a while,
why | should have the right to possess money—if |
should ever acquire any—when there were people all
over the world who were dying of starvation.”

In fact, when he first sought help in NYC after leaving
VFGH, he explained his urge to sacrifice to his
psychotherapist.

“What seems to be the trouble?” the psychotherapist
asked.
I couldn’t bring myself to look at her. “| want to give all
my money away.”

“How much do you have?”

“...I owe three hundred dollars.”

Yes, even while in therapy, Gene Wilder’s brilliant wit
helped him heal and achieve fame, becoming the star of
classic films including “Willy Wonka and the Chocolate
Factory” and “Young Frankenstein”. Who would have
known that VFGH and Phoenixville played an important
role in helping Wilder understand the human condition
more, enriching him as a person and an actor?

About the Author:

Kathleen Welch, Ph.D. is very excited to use her
background in epidemiology and public health to
conduct research on the Valley Forge General Hospital.
Kathleen is a retired professor (Tulane University). She
and her husband, Alan McGillivray, are very fortunate to
have joined the HSPA when they moved to Phoenixville
about five years ago. They enjoy creating historical re-
enactments for the HSPA and volunteering at the
Society.

BECOME A HSPA DOCENT

e‘f P
Become a HSPA Museum Docent

Do you enjoy telling and listening to a good story? Do
you like meeting new people and interacting with
diverse audiences? Do you have an interest in
Phoenixville’s history and culture? If so, consider
becoming a docent at the HSPA Museum.

The role of a museum docent is to serve as tour guide
and interpreter serving as a bridge between visitors and
the museum. The docent helps guide visitors on their
journey of discovery helping blend what the visitor
knows with what they learn on a tour.

A HSPA Docent isn’t expected to be an expert on every
aspect of Phoenixville’s history. Training will be provided
to give you a basic overview of the museum and its
exhibits and give you the flexibility to tailor
presentations to the particular individuals or groups
touring the museum.

PROMOTING HSPA
-In the spring, HSPA hosted school visits from the 4t
Grade of Barkley Elementary School (80 students and
ten adults) and on June 37 11" Grade of the
Renaissance Academy (55 students and 5 adults). In July,



HSPA hosted a group of PAMS Special Ed students on a
tour of the HSPA Museum.

Barkley Students View Native American Artifacts
-Summer_Family Series at HSPA: On June 28th, Ryan

Conroy hosted a presentation on "Historical Cats." On
August 9th, Joe Varady and Paul Kusko hosted a
program, ‘History Detectives’ on identifying artifacts and
fossils.

-In July, Byrne Family descendants from California and
Colorado visited HSPA to view the society’s extensive
archives on Byrne Knitting and the family’s involvement
in the Pho_giixville community.

Dave Smith assisting Byrne Family Members
-July 21-26, HSPA had a display and membership table in
the Exhibition Hall at the annual Kimberton Fair.
Volunteers were on hand every evening to discuss the
work of the historical society, recruit possible new
members, and answer questions. Some visitors to the
display made contributions to HSPA and also donated
photographs and other items to the Society.

- Library Programs: On Monday, July 28, John Keenan
gave a presentation (both in-person and via Zoom) on
‘Home Deliveries Before Amazon.” Using photographs
from HSPA’s extensive collection, John told the story of
early businesses in Phoenixville that made home
deliveries. On Thursday, September 25, 6:30 PM, Jack
Ertell will present “Now and Then: The Changing Face of
Phoenixville,” using vintage photographs and picture
postcards to look back at Phoenixville through the years.

Look for announcements of other upcoming programs
on both the HSPA and Library websites.

-In December, HSPA will be a stop on the Annual
Phoenixville Holiday House Tour.

-Every Tuesday, HSPA posts on its Facebook page
Phoenixville newspaper stories, advertisements, and
photographs covering sports, community news, people,
and events from 50 years ago. The articles and images
are researched by volunteer John Kathmann and posted
on Facebook by HSPA Vice-President Joe Varady.

MUSEUM AND ARCHIVES NEWS
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Help Shape the Future of the HSPA Museum: Do
you have an idea for a future exhibit? Is there a topic
related to Phoenixville area history that you are
interested in researching? Do you want to help create
exhibits for the museum? If you answered "yes" to any
of these questions, please contact Museum Co-Chairs
Josh and Su Gould at joshnsu@verizon.net, or fill out
one of the suggestion forms that are in the museum.
The HSPA Museum and the Frees Library are now
open. Hundreds have visited the museum since its
grand opening in June. On a trial basis, the museum was
open on ‘First Friday’ in August and on Sunday
afternoon, August 3. With about sixty visitors that
weekend, the decision has been made by the Board to
expand days open until the end of this year on a trial
basis.

The Archives: HSPA continues to receive donations of
items, both large and small, for addition to our Archives.
Volunteers are working diligently to accession artifacts,
photographs and documents into our collection of over
45,000 items. If you are considering donating artifacts,
documents, or photographs, please contact the office
first to discuss your possible donation. Please check the
HSPA website (www.hspa-pa.org) for guidelines on
items that can be accepted.

STRAWBERRY FESTIVAL REPORT

The annual HSPA Strawberry Festival was held on
Saturday, June 14 under two tents on HSPA’s lawn.
Despite gloomy weather and threatening skies, the




event was held to great success bringing in over $6,000
to HSPA. As in past years, in addition to the huge flea
market, the festival included food, children’s games, a
bake sale, a special jewelry sale, and a ‘History Table’
which sold local history items. Thanks to the more than
sixty volunteers who collectively contributed over 700
hours of their time to help make the event a success!
Special Thanks to our tent sponsor Campbell-Ennis-
Klotzbach Funeral Home and our other business
sponsors Acme, Brown’s Cow, Giant, Redner’s, and

‘Ted the Fiddler’ Entertains Festival Visitors
The festival included the ‘Grand Opening’ of the HSPA
Museum in the renovated former sanctuary of the HSPA
Building. Volunteers were on hand to serve as docents
and tour guides in the museum.

Looking ahead- The annual Winter Flea Market will be
held Saturday, January 31, 2026.

JUNE QUARTERLY MEETING

The June Quarterly Meeting was held via Zoom on
Wednesday, June 18. The speaker for the program was
Jennifer L. Green of the Chester County History Center.
Her presentation, Breadbasket of the World, featured
the Mill at Anselma in Chester Spring. She explained
how colonial grist mills were built and functioned. She
shared the history of farming, milling and shipping of
Pennsylvania flour around the world.

The brief business meeting portion of the meeting
included the election of new HSPA officers and board
members who will take office on September 1%, Elected
were:  President- Dave Meadows, President-elect-
Duane Parker, Vice-President- Joe Varady, Board
Member- Bryce Murray. Past President John Keenan
becomes the Chairman of the Board. Leaving the Board
are Deb Johnston, Karl Miller and Ginger Murphy whose
terms have expired. Board member Bob Heck has
resigned. We thank them for their service. There are
vacancies on the Board that can be filled by
appointment. If interested, contact President Dave
Meadows or Board Chairman John Keenan.

On Saturday, July 19, 40 members enjoyed our annual
Members-only Picnic. Because of the excessive heat, the
picnic was held indoors at HSPA. Coordinated by
membership chairperson Marji Rohrbach, members
enjoyed plenty of food and fellowship. Tours of the HSPA
Museum were also given.

Some Members at the Picnic
The next Members-only will be a walking tour of the
grounds of Holy Ghost Orthodox Church on Sunday,
October 12 at 2 PM. Look for information about signing
up for the event and future Members-only Events.

ANNUAL BANQUET

HSPA’s 48th Annual Banquet will be held on Sunday,
September 14 at 2 PM at the Phoenixville Country Club.
Invitations were mailed out to members in July. The
program will be “The Last Four Years of Growth and
Excellence” presented by John Keenan. Incoming
Officers and Board Members will be introduced and
Officers and Board Members whose terms have expired
will be recognized for their service. The deadline for
reservations of August 23 has passed. If you are still
interested in attending, contact the office (610-935-
7645) for possible cancellations or to be added to a
waiting list.

New Members

MEMBERSHIP REPORT

The Society thanks our members and business members
who have renewed their membership or upgraded to a
higher level since the March newsletter. HSPA's
membership continues to grow. Current membership is
592.

New Members since the June newsletter was published:
Sue and Dave Addison, Jeremy Bowes, Bradley Seltzer,
Robert Levin, Jaclyn Barry, Stephanie Yocum, John




Evans, Marne Ryan (gift of Jan Swarr), Jan Sacks, Zane
Stankoff, Jim & Janet Reading, Meredith Stradley, Kort
Heckman, Peter Clain, and new business members Soko
Bag Korean Chicken & Beer and Bistro on Bridge Street.
Donations: Mary Wilbert, Alda Scheib, Karen Steenhoff,
Peg Groening, and Suzanne Cornett Hughes.

All donations to HSPA are tax deductible.

AUCTION REPORT
HSPA continues to benefit through on-line MaxSold
Auctions. Since the start of HSPA’s fiscal year last
September 1, Maxsold Auctions have brought in over
$28,000 to the Society. Auctions will into the Fall.

yearboolks

are on !

HSPA limits its archival collection to three copies of
Phoenixville  school yearbooks. Other donated
yearbooks become surplus. The Society has several
yearbooks available for purchase. Yearbooks sell for $10
each (plus postage if mailing is necessary) and can be
purchased at HSPA. Contact the office for a list of
current years that are available if interested.

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

HAVE YOU REMEMBERED
TO RENEW YOUR MEMBERSHIP?

If your mailing label is highlighted, it means
that you’'ve not responded to our
membership renewal notice and this will be
your last issue of the Newsletter.

Of course, it could be our mistake. If so,
please contact The HSPA Membership
Chairperson at 610-935-7646.

THANKS!
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