Downingtown Area
Historical Society

History Notes
Interesting bits of Downingtown area history

September 26, 2019

Volume 2, Issue 18

Sands Smith Joins the Devil Dogs
During the First World War, the United States Marine Corps
took on the nickname “Devil Dogs.” Some claim it came from
the German high command to describe the Marine’s ferocious
fighting during the Battle of Belleau Wood. Others claim it
originated with an American correspondent embedded with
the Marines during the spring and summer of 1918.
Nevertheless, the Marines used the “Devil Dog” epithet in
their recruitment efforts with great success.
During the war, the closest Marine recruiting station to
Downingtown was in Philadelphia at 1409 Arch Street. There,
would-be Marines did all they could to convince recruiters they
were Devil Dog material, especially when it came to meeting
the height and weight requirements. Some shorter men stood
on their toes when being measured in order to make the
minimum height of five feet four inches. Likewise,
underweight men would do all they could to meet the
minimum weight requirements. This included drinking a lot of
water or, as one man did, gorging on bananas for a week.
Walter Burke of Philadelphia was initially turned down at the
Marine recruiting station because he was underweight. When
someone mentioned bananas might help, Burke ate two dozen
the first day, and a dozen the next day. His local grocer ended
up giving him lower prices on bananas and Burke’s friend’s
held banana parties for his benefit. When he went a second
time to enlist, he was eating a banana on the way. This time
he was accepted.

Above is a World War 1 recruiting poster
showing a Marine “Devil Dog.” The poster says
this was a German nickname, but the name
may have actually originated with an American
war correspondent.

But 20-year-old Sands Smith of Downingtown had no problem joining up because he easily met the height
and weight requirements. Smith stood six feet five inches tall and weighed well over 200 pounds. Smith
was born and raised in Caernarvon, Berks County but came to Downingtown around 1915. He stayed with
his cousins, the Yohns, at 104 Bradford Avenue while working as a loom fixer at the Aaronson Silk Mill in
Coatesville.
(continued on next page)

Marine Sergeant Richards was stationed at the door of the recruiting station when Smith walked in. After
recovering from shock when “being confronted without warning by the superman,” Richards asked him why
he wanted to join up. “I want to enlist…because my conscience hurts me,” Smith replied. “I’m afraid the
war might be over before I’m 21 years old. Then the boys would come home and ask me why I hadn’t been
in it and I object conscientiously to having no excuse to offer. I guess I’m big enough to get into the
Marines.” Smith then signed up.
The war was over by the time Smith finished
boot camp but at least his conscience didn’t
bother him. After his time in the Marines he
returned to Downingtown where he worked in
a Borough silk mill. In 1930, Smith opened a
roadside stand on the Lincoln Highway near
Parkesburg called the “Green Lantern” (right).
He operated the stand until the early 1940s
but may have had to give it up due to poor
health. Smith died of heart disease in 1944 at
age 45. He had never married.

Downingtown Area From Above
This photograph was taken facing north along the Route 30 bypass in 1975.
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Jimmy Duca: The Stories of Tony Duca and the Marinelli Brothers
For years lifelong Downingtown resident (and beloved school crossing guard) Jimmy Duca has
told the stories of his uncles, James and Dominic Marinelli and Tony Duca to elementary school
students at East Ward Elementary School in Downingtown. The Marinelli brothers and their
cousin Tony Duca all gave their lives while serving in WWII. Come here Jimmy Duca tell their
stories in a powerful and personal way. This is a presentation that you won't want to miss!
Tickets to this event are free to the public but seating is limited. Tickets are required and
available through this link: Eventbrite Donations to DAHS are suggested.

Sunday, October 6, 2019 at 3 PM – 4 PM
Downingtown Area Historical Society
The Ashbridge House (next to Chick-fil-A)
849 East Lancaster Ave, Downingtown, Pennsylvania 19335

Downingtown Area Group Photo
The group photo below shows the July 12, 1963 groundbreaking
for Ed Peterson’s new Atlantic Service Station at 132 West
Lancaster Avenue in Downingtown. At the groundbreaking (L to
R) are Atlantic District Manager John McAndrews, owner Ed
Peterson, Downingtown Mayor Creston Shoemaker, Atlantic Sales
Supervisor Thomas Wallace, and Atlantic Area Representative
Thomas Butler. Opened in 1940 where Turkey Hill is now located,
the original Atlantic Service Station had a two-bay garage, small
office, and one island with four gas pumps. The new service
station was more modern, had a larger office, three bays, and
two islands with more pumps. When the new service station was
complete, the old station was razed. After it was a service
station, the building was used for other businesses including
Andy’s Auto, and currently Maclane’s Automotive.
Sadly, just two weeks after the groundbreaking, the 52-year-old
Peterson (right) was killed in a tragic accident at the old station.
He was working under a car when it slipped off the jack and
crushed him.

Downingtown Vintage Ad
This advertisement for the St. Anthony’s Swim Club appeared several times in the Downingtown Archive in the
spring of 1962. The pool opened in 1959.

Last Issue’s
Mystery Pic
Robert Hartman is a truly
perceptive scholar because he
was the first of many to identify
the event below as the
groundbreaking for Beaver Creek
Elementary School on June 6,
1960. The property was originally
part of the Lloyd farm. Handling
the shovel in the picture were
Betsy Robbins and Charles
Menas.

Airplane Alerts Neighborhood of House Fire
On the night of April 14, 1938, the pilot of westbound plane was flying over central Chester County when he
noticed a fire one the ground lighting up the darkened sky. He brought his plane in low and found it to be a
house fire near the Whitford train station. Fearing for the safety of the home’s occupants, the pilot circled the
inferno in the hopes of alerting others living nearby. The roar of the plane’s engines awoke the neighbors and
they rushed to the scene. Some had even thought the plane had crashed which caused the fire. Firefighters
from Downingtown and Lionville were alerted an in a short time were on the scene.
The burning home was that of Willis Skinner and his wife Alma. He was a teacher in the Downingtown school
system. The Skinners tried to fight the fire themselves, but it had grown to large. Neighbors tried to help until
the fire departments arrived, but it was to no avail. The home was a total loss. Damages were estimated at
$6,000. Skinner was brought to Chester County hospital with burns to his hands.

Ashbridge House Closed on Sunday, September 29
The Ashbridge House (the Downingtown Area Historical Society’s
headquarters) will be closed this Sunday, September 29, 2019 because we
will be at the Downingtown Fall Fest. Come by our table and say hello!

Downingtown Area Mystery Pic
Can you identify the location in the photograph below? The first person to correctly identify the location of this
photo will be recognized as a truly perceptive scholar. Please send your response to: dahs19335@gmail.com.

Advertisements for Non-Profits
Marshallton United Methodist Church
The Marshallton United Methodist Church is hosting a Roast Beef Dinner on Saturday, October 19 , 2019. The menu includes Roast
Beef, Mushroom & Brown Gravy, Mashed Potatoes, Green Beans, Cole Slaw, Applesauce, Rolls & Butter, Dessert, and Beverage. Hours
for the "Eat-in" or "Take-out" option are from 4:30 to 6:30 pm. Ticket prices: If ordered before 10/15/2019: $13/adult and $5/child
(ages 5~12) At the door: $15/adult and $5/child (ages 5~12). Please contact the church by phone or email to order your tickets on or
before 10/15/2019. The church is located at 1282 West Strasburg Road, West Chester, PA. Contact the church office at (610) 6965247 or office@marshalltonchurch.org with any questions.
West Caln Historical Society
The West Caln Historical Society will hold a meeting on Tuesday, October 15, 2019 at 7 P.M. in the West Caln Municipal Building, 721
West Kings Highway, Wagontown, PA on the subject of: Railroad Museum of Pennsylvania. The speaker will be Troy Grubb, historian
and train enthusiast.
Fall 2019 East Brandywine Historical Commission Speakers Series. All programs are held at 3:30 p.m. at the East Brandywine
Township Building
Sunday, October 20th - “Penn and the Lenape.” The speaker is Doug Miller, Director of Pennsbury Manor – William and
Hannah Penn’s home.
Sunday, November 17th - “History of the American Flag.” The speaker is Michael Rapp. Michael and his wife Jeanne owned
Brandywine Flags from 1995”
Uwchlan Township Historical Commission
The Uwchlan Township Historical Commission will open the Edith P. Moore Schoolhouse (9 North Village Avenue, Lionville) and the
John Cadwalader House (21 North Village Avenue, Lionville) on the first Sunday of each month, 2-4pm, April through November.
Central Presbyterian Church Community Luncheon
Central Presbyterian Church, 100 W Uwchlan Ave, Downingtown, PA 19335, holds a monthly Community Luncheon on the first
Thursday of each month, October through May from 11:00 a.m. to 1:00 p.m. Their ever-popular chili, chicken corn noodle, vegetable
beef, and cream of potato soups are sold along with sandwiches, salad platters, homemade desserts and beverages. Gluten free
options are available. For take out service, call 610-269-1576 and ask for the kitchen. Bring a friend, meet a neighbor, or come alone
and enjoy good food and fellowship.
Lyme Disease Association of Southeastern Pennsylvania
The Lyme Disease Association of Southeastern Pennsylvania, an education and support group for patients and caregivers who have
been affected by Lyme Disease, will meet Wednesday, October 16, 2019 at 7PM at the Kennett Friends Meeting House on PA Rt 82
(125 W. Sickle St., Kennett Square, PA 19348). This will be a special support meeting to answer your questions, share your
experiences, and meet others who are battling Lyme Disease. Meetings are free and all are welcome. Check www.lymepa.org for
directions.
Chester County Marine Corps League Detachment
BINGO on the first and third Saturday of every month, 420 Chestnut Street. Public welcome. Kitchen opens at 5:30, Bingo Cards on
sale at 6:00, Early Bird Special 6:30. Food is available for purchase. Funds used by the Marine Corps League and Marine Corps League
Ladies Auxiliary to help veterans from all branches of the service as well as others in the community.
Greater Downingtown Business and Professional Women (BPW)
Meets monthly on the 2nd Wednesday evening, at 6 pm, in the Thorndale Inn for a dinner, networking, program and meeting. All
area women are welcome. Most nights there is a program such as a speaker. Call Cindy Markley for your reservation for dinner at
610-363-1404. We meet each month from September to June.
Joseph’s People, Downingtown chapter
An ecumenical support mission to help unemployed or underemployed people. The group is entirely conducted by volunteers and has
been at St. Joseph's since 1995. Meets at 7:30 PM on the 2nd & 4th Tuesdays of the month. All are welcome. Visit web page,
http://josephspeople.org/our-chapters/downingtown/, or just come to a meeting at St. Joseph’s Parish Meeting Room behind the
school, 460 Manor Ave., Downingtown. Call 610-873-7117. Leave Message. Leader: Cheryl Spaulding, Email:
cheryl.spaulding@josephspeople.org.

Historical Society’s Wish List
The Downingtown Area Historical Society is a non-profit organization proudly maintaining the
310-year-old Ashbridge House and a large archives. The society can always use gifts in kind with
an immediate need for:
•

•

General household items and office supplies including:
•
Pens and pencils
•
Scotch tape and masking tape
•
Copier paper (both color and white)
•
Light bulbs
•
Paper towels
•
Large and small trash bags
Amazon gift cards or gift cards to Home Depot or Lowes. Sometimes we need to
make quick purchases so gift cards would come in very handy.
To make a tax-deductible cash donation, use this link
or send a check to the address below. Thank you!

Downingtown Area Historical Society
P.O. Box 9, Downingtown, PA 19335
610-269-1709
dths1709@gmail.com
https://www.downingtownhistory.org
Like us on Facebook:
Follow us on Twitter:
Check out our Then &
Now series on YouTube:
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