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A Leap to Freedom in Downingtown
The Pennsylvania Railroad’s Sea Shore Express was on time when it departed Downingtown at 2:15 PM on
Monday, June 4, 1883. The train, which began in the central Pennsylvania town of Sunbury, chugged down the
east side of the Susquehanna River to Harrisburg, then turned east and went through Lancaster, Downingtown,
and other towns along the Main Line on its way to Philadelphia and points beyond. Along with the regular
assortment of passengers, two prisoners were onboard. They were being taken to Eastern State Penitentiary in
Philadelphia by a Snyder County sheriff and his deputy.
Snyder County Sheriff David Reichly (also spelled Reichley in some accounts) was a 43-year-old former
schoolteacher. Before becoming sheriff, he taught in the village of Penns Creek in Center Township, about six
miles north of the county seat of Middleburg. After assuming the office in January 1882, Reichly moved to
Middleburg with his wife Jemima and three children where they lived in a home attached to the County jail.

Snyder County is in central Pennsylvania. Across the Susquehanna River was the town of Sunbury
and Selinsgrove Junction where one could catch a train to points along the Main Line including
Downingtown.
(continued on next page)

Overseeing the County’s prisoners was one of Sheriff Reichly’s duties. But he was perhaps a bit lax on the
job on a June day in 1882 when a prisoner, incarcerated for burglary, escaped from the jail. Locked up at the
same time were brothers Jonathan and Uriah Moyer who were charged with murder. An incensed judge,
fearful that the Moyers might also attempt an escape, ordered Reichly to chain them in their cells. Early the
following year Reichly had the unenviable task of overseeing the hangings of the Moyers.
On June 4, 1883, the task of transporting two prisoners from Snyder County to Philadelphia in order to serve
their sentences for robbery, also fell to Reichly and Deputy Sheriff Aaron Stetler. Early that morning the
prisoners were handcuffed together and taken by train from Middleburg to Selinsgrove Junction where they
would catch the Sea Shore Express to Philadelphia. After arriving at the Selinsgrove depot, Reichly felt it was
necessary to also shackle the men together with leg irons and did so despite their protests. After the train
arrived, the prisoners were put onboard and seated. Reichly and Stetler were seated across from them.

This was the bridge over the Brandywine Creek before the current stone-arch bridge was built in the 1890s.

(continued on next page)

The prisoners sat quietly as the train made its way to Philadelphia. But sometime during the trip they were
each able to slip out of one of their confinements. One of the prisoners, who was described as a “little
Englishman” later told a witness after showing him his hand, “I had no difficulty in getting that out of the
handcuff.” The witness certainly agreed claiming the prisoner “had the shortest fingers he ever saw on a
man’s hand.” His fellow prisoner, a man who was much larger named Oberdorf, managed to get his leg
shackle off, then slipped it back on over his boot leg to give the appearance that he was still confined. The
two now waited for the best time to escape.
That opportunity came in Downingtown. Just after the Sea Shore Express pulled out of the station at 2:15
PM and began to gain speed, and perhaps while Reichly and Stetler were distracted, both prisoners jumped
to their feet and ran to the door of the train. The Englishman with the shackle still attached to his ankle was
first up. His larger companion Oberdorf, with the cuff still attached to his wrist, was right behind him.
Accounts differ about how the Englishman escaped from the train. Some say he was able to open the door
and jump out. Others say he went right through the plate glass of the train door. Either way, his escape
happened right by the tunnel at Viaduct Avenue. After leaping from the train, he landed hard on the track
ballast, then rolled down the fifteen-foot embankment on the north side of the tracks. Oberdorf was not as
quick and never made it off the train. He was caught by the back of the neck by Sheriff Reichly, who
managed at the same time to pull a rope that alerted the engineer to stop the train.

Eastern State Penitentiary is seen here in an early drawing. It opened in 1829 and closed in 1971.
William Brady, who was a detective for the Pennsylvania Railroad and riding in the same train car, saw the
whole incident and jumped into action. As Reichly marched Oberdorf back to his seat, Brady began to
pursue the Englishman. By now the train had stopped, but was partly on the bridge over the Brandywine, so
Brady had to gingerly make his way down to the tracks and back across to safer ground as he made his
pursuit.

(continued on next page)

After jumping from the train and rolling down the embankment, the Englishman “started off like a quarter
horse”. He didn’t get far. Working very close by were Seymour Johnson, age 28, and George States, age 27,
two African American men who lived on Viaduct Avenue and Bradford Avenue, respectively. They
immediately knew what had taken place. Johnson and States gave chase and quickly caught the prisoner.
“For God’s sake, give me a chance after getting away like this,” the prisoner was heard yelling at them. But
Johnson and States held the prisoner firm until Detective Brady caught up with them.
After detective Brady jumped off the train to pursue the first prisoner, the Sea Shore Express continued to
Philadelphia. Later that day Sheriff Reichly delivered Oberdorf to the Eastern State Penitentiary. Reichly
then made his way to the Bureau of Information in Philadelphia where he received a dispatch from Brady
who transported the Englishman on the next train from Downingtown. The detective had the prisoner and
he asked Reichly to meet him at the Railroad’s Superintendent’s office at 31st and Market Streets. Upon
arriving he found the man to be “rather worse for the racket.” The Englishman cut himself going through the
door of the train, then got cut up more after jumping to the tracks, and then even more as he rolled down
the steep embankment by Viaduct Avenue. The shackle was still attached to his ankle as Sheriff Reichly
brought the man to Eastern State Penitentiary.
Sheriff Reichly and Deputy Sheriff Stetler returned to Snyder County that day. But escape attempts
continued under his watch. Just a month after the episode in Downingtown two prisoners escaped from the
jail in Middleburg. Reichly was away this time but his wife Jemima was home when two prisoners asked for
the keys to the prison yard so they could get some exercise. Since Mrs. Reichly didn’t see anything wrong,
she obliged the prisoners. But unbeknownst to her, the prisoners had tied sheets together and dropped
them from their barred window that looked out onto the prison yard. After gaining access to the yard, the
two then used the sheets to pull themselves to the top of the prison wall and over. They were never recaptured.
Sheriff Reichly did not run for a second term. Perhaps he had enough. The former schoolteacher’s stint as
sheriff ended in 1885 and the family moved back to Penns Creek. David Reichly died in 1926 at age 86.
One source said that Seymour Johnson and George States, the men who captured the escaping “little
Englishman” in Downingtown, were rewarded for their efforts.

Old Phone Books?
Do you have old phone books in your
home that include listings for the
Downingtown area? We have a
handful of directories/phone books up
to the early 1960s but it would be
great if we had a few more recent ones
(1960s through the 1980s). Phone
books can be great tools for historic
research. Let us know!

Downingtown Did-You-Know?
Well, it’s not technically the Downingtown
area, but did you know that Walkertown
Road in Exton used to be part of Pottstown
Pike (Route 100) and that it was re-routed
in the mid-1950s? The image at the right
shows concrete being poured for the new
road in 1955. The realignment required two
new bridges to be constructed for the
Pennsylvania Railroad. The taller one was
for the Railroad’s Philadelphia and
Thorndale (P&T) low-grade freight line and
the lower bridge was built for the Main
Line. The Main Line remained open while
its new bridge was constructed but building
the bridge for the P&T required the
complete shut-down of this branch. All P&T
traffic was re-routed over the Main Line.
The image at the bottom shows
Walkertown Road now. It’s hard to image
this was the main road between West
Chester and Exton.
(continued on next page)

The map at the right shows Pottstown Pike
before it was re-routed to the west. The first
train stop at this location was called
“Walkertown” which was the name of the few
homes at this location. Later the name was
changed to Whiteland Station, and of course, it
is now Exton Station.
The image below shows the stone arch bridge
of the Philadelphia and Thorndale Branch at
Exton Station. It was built around 1905 and
last saw a train in the late 1980s. Widening of
the road here would have been impossible, so
the easiest solution was to move Pottstown
Pike to the west and build two new railroad
bridges over the new road.

Downingtown Area From Above
This photograph was taken of Exton facing north in 1978.

Exton Mall

Chester County Library
(under construction)

In The (Old) News – Items that Made Headlines Back in the Day
1879 – In a June 25 article, The Times of
Philadelphia reported that Abram and Catharine
Dolby of Uwchlan Township celebrated their 68th
wedding anniversary. The couple were 90 and 89
respectively. They had 11 children and at the time
nine were still living. They also had 25
grandchildren and 38 great-grandchildren. The
following week The Times followed up by reporting
that Abram died on June 26, the day after the
article was published.
1895 – According to a newspaper article, in March,
“Young Jesse Dowling [age 14], of Downingtown,
Pa., was discharged from a mill where he was
working the other day, as it was thought that his
position was too dangerous for one of his years. He
immediately went home, and within a few hours
had fallen from a cherry tree and broken his
shoulder.”

1895 – According to the Daily Local News on Monday,
October 28, “The chief burgess of Downingtown put the
‘blue laws’ into operation Sunday, and all the drug stores
and other places of business were locked up. It is said
that the sale of Sunday newspapers will also be
prohibited in the future, and no cigars will be sold on the
Sabbath within the limits of the town.”
1904 – In a strange article originally reported by the
Philadelphia Record, Maurice Schulman, who owned a
Downingtown clothing store and who was born in Russia,
said it was a secret rule in the Czar’s army to kill their own
wounded. Before coming to America, Schulman was in
the Russian army, and it was communicated officially to
all officers and was also “tacitly understood among the
soldiers” that it was cheaper to kill their wounded than it
was to run a hospital.

Downingtown Vintage Ad
The following ad for the grand opening of Hotel Crossroads at the northwest corner of Lancaster and Downing
Avenues (which was advertised as “one of Chester County’s most beautiful Bars”) appeared in the October 21,
1954 issue of the Downingtown Archive. It was formerly the DiSantis Bar and Restaurant.

Downingtown Area Group Photo

Ah, the good old days before Xboxes, PlayStations, and mobile devices. We’re not sure of the date of this
image (1950s?) but it was taken at the Kerr Park fish ponds.

Ashbridge Artifact
At right is a teaching
certificate for Hannah
Cope of East Bradford
Township. Hannah was
the daughter of Edge and
Mary Cope. She did well
in Orthography, Reading,
and Writing but was
“middling” in other
subjects. The certificate
is dated April 9, 1861,
three days before the
Civil War began.

Chester County’s Town Tours & Village
Walks Coming to Downingtown!
Every summer Chester County sponsors a Town Tours & Village
Walks program which is a series free tours through old
neighborhoods, villages, and other historic sites in the County.
One of the tours this summer will be through the Johnsontown
neighborhood of Downingtown on August 22 starting at 5 PM.
This tour of a ‘town within a town’ is sponsored by the
Downingtown Area Historical Society, Downingtown Historic
Commission, and St. Anthony’s Lodge. The 11 stops on this tour
will include old stores, churches, and homes in Johnsontown, with
five-minute presentations given at each one, some by individuals
who grew up in the neighborhood. For more information on this
and other tours click on the following link: Town Tours

Last Issue’s Mystery Pic
Anna Ezrah, is a truly perceptive scholar because she was the first person to identify the house below as 338340 Washington Avenue in Downingtown. If the photograph was taken in the early 1900s one of the women on
the porch could be Eliza Thompson, who lived in the east half of the home (#340) and was a 90-year-old widow
in the 1910 Census.

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
West Caln Historical Society
The West Caln Historical Society will hold a meeting on Tuesday, September 17, 2019 at 7 P.M. in the West Caln
Municipal Building, 721 West Kings Highway, Wagontown, PA on the subject of: History of September Farm (A
Cheesy Success Story). The speaker will be David Rotelle, co-founder of September Farm. David was honored by
Chester County Commissioners as the Chester County Farmer of the Year in 2013. David and Roberta Rotelle say
the business began in their Kitchen, and now they produce many cheeses and yogurt, which are the cornerstones of
their business.
Fall 2019 East Brandywine Historical Commission Speakers Series. All programs are held at 3:30 p.m. at the East
Brandywine Township Building
Sunday, September 15th - “Property Research in East Brandywine Township.” The speaker is John E. Smith III,
Assistant Archivist for Chester County Archives. Chester County Archives.
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,
April through November. Hours for both are 2PM-4PM.
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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