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The Bicking’s Cross Country Trip (Part 1)
Some of us dream of getting in an RV and heading across the country. Of course, this usually happens while
watching an episode of “Going RV” or a similar show, but nevertheless, the idea of hitting the American road and
seeing new places and meeting new people can be quite appealing. Downingtown residents Parke and Gladys
Bicking did just that in 1925 when RVing was in its infancy. Fortunately, we have their travel diary at the Historical
Society which gives a day-by-day account of their trip from Downingtown to California.
Parke Bicking was born in 1870, the son of S. Austin and Mary Parke Bicking. S. Austin Bicking owned two paper
mills in Downingtown and Parke and his brothers were involved in the business at one time or another. Parke and
Gladys Hennis married in 1908. It was his second marriage. At the time of their trip in 1925, they were living in
the large family home at 227 East Lancaster Avenue, where McDonalds is now located.
Parke Bicking had traveled quite a bit
before. In the 1890s he was operating
a large paper mill with his older brother
Edwin in Golden, Colorado. In the early
1900s he was employed as an assistant
superintendent of a brick-making
factory in Beaumont, Texas. In the
winter of 1922-1923, Parke and Gladys
traveled throughout the southern
United States in a home-made RV,
probably the same one they drove on
their 1925 trip. The Bickings also had a
“small houseboat cruiser” called the
Imar which they used to travel to
Florida, where they often wintered.
So what did the Bicking’s RV look like?
Well, we will get to that in the next
issue of History Notes, but in the travel
diary Gladys described it as “a small
house with all the comforts of home.”
During the trip it received quite a bit of
attention and the Bickings were
constantly showing it to other
interested travelers and locals alike.

Parke and Gladys Bicking lived at 227 East Lancaster Avenue in
Downingtown (above) at the time they took they cross-country
RV trip in 1925. The home later became the offices of the S.
Austin Bicking Paper Company. The site is now the home of
McDonalds.
(continued on next page)

The Bickings weren’t traveling alone. The couple was accompanied by Henry and Rachel Morrison of Windsor,
Vermont who were traveling in their own vehicle, which was probably similar to the Bicking’s. The Bickings may
have met the Morrisons during one of their previous trips. Henry Morrison was a skilled machinist and mechanic,
and having him close by throughout the long journey would be fortunate for the Bickings.

The first half of the Bicking’s cross-country trip took them from Downingtown to Minneapolis, MN. They left
Downingtown on May 21, 1925 and arrived in Minneapolis on June 20. They spent more than one night in several
locations along way.
The travel diary’s first entry was: “We started on our lengthy trip, Thursday, May 21st, 1925, 2 P.M.” A month later
they were in Minneapolis, Minnesota. During this portion of the trip they averaged about 50 miles a day. This
certainly doesn’t seem like a lot today but interstate highways didn’t exist in the 1920s. In addition, most of the
Bicking’s travel was on single lane (sometimes dirt) roads. Plus, the couple didn’t appear to be in a hurry. They
often stopped in places multiple nights and enjoyed sightseeing. Here are some highlights of the first half of their
trip:
• Their first overnight stop was near Ephrata, Pennsylvania where their home-made RV caused
quite a stir and resulted in “plenty of Amish callers.” Gladys Bicking wrote that an “Amish lady
baked us pies.”
• The Bickings often re-supplied at small country stores and would often purchase milk, vegetables,
and fruit from local farmers along the way.
• The Bicking’s met up with a couple with the last name of Shaeffer who lived near Dayton, OH.
They parked their vehicle in a grove of oak trees behind the Shaeffer’s home where they stayed
for a week.

• The Bicking’s and other campers celebrated Memorial Day, or Decoration Day as it was then called,
with a picnic on the Shaeffer lawn where “everybody had a good time and sure had good eats.”
• On a couple of occasions, the travelers went into downtown Dayton to do shopping. Whenever the
Bickings were parked near a large city they would often carpool with the Morrisons and others into
the city for shopping.
• When they left the Dayton area, Mr. Shaeffer piloted the Bickings out to the “Chicago Highway.”
• The Bickings and Morrisons stopped at Kenosha, Wisconsin for several hours so Henry Morrison
could tour a Nash auto plant.
• The Bickings would often visit historic sites on their trip and Gladys would write an historic overview
of the many places they passed through.
• In Plymouth, Wisconsin Parke Bicking took the vehicle to a local garage to have carbon burned and oil
drained.
• The Bickings and Morrisons stopped at the grounds of a Batavia, Wisconsin school for lunch. Gladys
Bicking wrote, “I enjoyed a see saw with Rachel.”
• At their campground in Minneapolis, Gladys wrote on June 20, “The people swarmed around car and
Park did the showing.” The next day it continued. “Had lots of curious people around car,” she
privately complained. “I don't like it, makes one feel like a caged animal.”
• Though the Bickings and Morrisons were traveling together, other couples were often camped with
them as they went west. Lunches and dinners were often eaten in each other’s vehicles.
In the next issue of History Notes we will highlight the second half of the Bicking’s RV experience across America,
including a side trip (via ship!) to Alaska.

The Bickings kept a daily travel diary of their 1925 trip from Downingtown to California.
The diary is at the Downingtown Area Historical Society.

Downingtown Area Group Photo

This group oversaw Machine No. 2 at the Downingtown Paper Company. The photograph was taken in 1952.
Front row L to R: William Walton, Francis Videtich, Sam Carbo, George Bewley, Theodore Lewis, Danny Saylor,
Earl Baum. Back row (on step) L to R: Pat Cozzone, Charles Clark, Brooks Welch

Ashbridge
Artifact
An interesting artifact we have at
the Ashbridge House (the home of
the Downingtown Area Historical
Society) is a Pennsylvania Operator’s
Certificate (driver’s license) from
1919. It was issued to
Downingtown’s Frank W. Bicking
(1883-1956) one hundred years ago
this month. Bicking lived at 135
West Lancaster Avenue. We aren’t
sure when Pennsylvania began
issuing driver’s licenses with
pictures.

Downingtown Area From Above
Lionville Fire Co.

Uwchlan
Meeting
House

This photograph was taken of Lionville facing south in 1970.

Downingtown Did-You-Know?
Did you know that in 1860 one out of every five male
workers in Downingtown was working on a farm?
Ten years later in 1870, one in ten were working on a
farm.
By 1910 it was just one in fifty!
The change represents how Downingtown went from an
agricultural village in the decades leading up to the Civil
War period, to a manufacturing town in the latter half of
the 1800s and first part of the 1900s.
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Forge Rd.

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.
Do you have an old photograph taken in the Downingtown area that you think might stump
your fellow readers as to its location? We would love to include it as a Mystery Pic if you wish
to share it. Contact us at dahs19335@gmail.com.

In The (Old) News – Items that Made Headlines Back in the Day
1887 – In July, thousands of fish were found dead
floating on top of the ice pond of the Fountain
Creamery in Upper Uwchlan. What killed them
was a mystery but the article said that “the most
plausible theory is that some scamp exploded a
dynamite cartridge in the pond and killed the fish,
then picked out the largest ones and left.”
1894 – In August, William Golder, a Downingtown
blacksmith caught four eels in Valley Creek “which
in size beats anything heard of in this line taken
out of Chester County waters.” The eels had a
combined weight of 13 pounds, 15 ounces with
the largest one weighing nearly four pounds.

1908 – In April, Several Downingtown men found
themselves in hot water with the local fish warden
after using a net to catch fish in the Valley Creek
which violated State game laws. They were on the
farm of Mrs. Scott Mercer who reported them.
1910 – In February, Joseph Harvey, a laborer at the
Bicking Paper Company, caught a 16 pound carp in the
mill’s headrace.
1916 – In August, Fred Gottier of West Chester caught
a record-breaking black bass by the Bicking dam on
the Brandywine River north of Downingtown. The fish
weighed five pounds, eight ounces, and was 22 inches
long.

Last Issue’s Mystery Pic
Greg Nelms is truly a perceptive scholar because he was the first of several readers to correctly identify the
location of last issue’s Mystery Pic as the old Lloyd Farm in Caln Township. The farm is east of Lloyd Avenue and
north of Pennsylvania Avenue. The house which is now vacant still stands, but the barn complex is in ruins. The
photograph at the bottom shows how the scene looks today from a similar angle. Several readers thought the
image showed Colebrook Manor Animal Hospital along Route 30 in West Whiteland Township, and there
certainly are similarities with the home and the barn complex off to the left.

Advertisements for Non-Profits
West Caln Historical Society
The West Caln Historical Society will hold a meeting on Tuesday, January 15, 2019 at the West Caln
Municipal Building, 721 West Kings Highway, Wagontown, PA at 7 PM. The program will be
“Random Historic Thoughts.” The speaker will be Barry Rabin, attorney, singer/songwriter. All are
welcome as the meeting is free to all.
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
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.
Community Luncheon
Central Presbyterian Church, 100 W Uwchlan Ave, Downingtown, holds a monthly Community
Luncheon from 11 AM until 1 PM on the first Thursday of each month, October through May. Their
popular chili, chicken corn noodle, vegetable beef, and cream of potato soups are sold, along with
sandwiches, salad platters, homemade desserts and beverages. For take-out service, call 610-2691576 and ask for the kitchen. Bring a friend, meet a neighbor, or come alone and enjoy good food
and fellowship.
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 Mary Coyne for your reservation for dinner at 610-380-8869. 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
•
Glue sticks (used for our newspaper clippings)
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
www.downingtownareahistoricalsociety.org
Like us on Facebook:
Follow us on Twitter:
Check out our Then &
Now series on YouTube:
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