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Historical Society’s Wish List

• We are always on the lookout for local historical items including old photographs taken 
in the Downingtown area.  Sometimes, the value of old images are not recognized, but 
they are very valuable to us.  And they certainly do not need to be donated.  In the past 
we’ve scanned old photographs individuals wanted to keep in the family but saw the 
value of letting us have an electronic copy.  Other local historical items we look for 
include letters, documents, maps, postcards, textiles, militaria, or items related to local 
businesses, schools, churches, and organizations.  If you’re not sure let us know.

On the last page of each History Notes issue, the Downingtown Area Historical Society includes a wish list for a 
number of items that we need for the Ashbridge House and our archives.  For this issue we are putting the wish 
list on page one to remind everyone of the on-going needs of the Society.  We are a non-profit, all-volunteer 
organization that maintains the 309-year-old Ashbridge House and large archival collection.   So here is a current 
(though certainly not complete) list of things we could use:

Of course, you can always make a tax-deductible cash donation.  Use this link or send a check to this 
address.  Thank you!

Downingtown Area Historical Society
P.O. Box 9, Downingtown, PA 19335

• We could really(!) use a wide, multi-drawer flat file (or two!) to 
store maps, and over-size photographs and prints.  Over the past 
few years we have come into possession of quite a few of these 
items and are storing them the best we can, but we really need 
to keep them in a designated flat file similar to the one pictured 
on the right.  It doesn’t have to be new, but a used one (or two!) 
in good shape would be great.

• General household items and office supplies for the 
Ashbridge House including light bulbs, paper towels, large 
and small trash bags, and glue sticks (used for our 
newspaper clippings).

• Gift cards to Home Depot or Lowes.  These 
are really handy when we need to make 
quick purchases.

• Our front and rear signs need 
to be re-painted, but we would 
like them to be done with 
larger lettering to be more 
visible.  Any artists out there?

• Bushes along Lancaster Avenue were 
recently cut down making the 
Ashbridge House much more visible, 
especially for vehicles traveling west.  
However, the stumps remain, and it 
would be wonderful if they were dug 
out or ground down.  Any takers?

http://www.downingtownareahistoricalsociety.org/Donate.html


Downingtown’s Narrow-Gauge Railroad
Did you know that a narrow-gauge railroad operated in the Downingtown area?  Well, there were actually two.  
There was one that operated within the factory boundaries of the Downingtown Manufacturing Company (the 
present site of Main Street Village), but the one we’re talking about ran along a ridge in Caln Township just north of 
Downingtown.  It was operated by the Harbison-Walker Refractory Company and connected a silica sand quarry with 
a brick factory on Creek Road (Route 282).

The facilities for the Harbison-Walker brickworks and railroad are shown in this modern Google maps image above.

Locals called it the “Dinky Railroad” and it started operating in 1917.  The railroad carried silica sand from the 
quarry to the brick factory over a mile away.  Heading east from the quarry, the railroad crossed Rock Raymond 
Road, then followed the ridge’s contours (even going a bit into East Brandywine Township) to a point just north of 
the factory.  However, this point was about 50 feet higher in elevation than the factory itself, so the loaded cars 
descended the steep hill via some type of tramway.  The silica sand was then used to make the fire brick produced 
by Harbison-Walker.  Florey Brick Works previously operated a factory on the site. 

The finished bricks were shipped on the Downingtown and Lancaster Railroad which was connected to the 
brickworks by a spur which crossed the Brandywine River and Creek Road (Route 282).  Some of the factory 
buildings still stand today, but six forty-foot round kilns are long gone

(continued on next page)



The opening of the factory 
occurred at about the same time 
America entered World War 1.  
As a result, labor to run the 
factory was difficult to find not 
only due to men entering the 
service, but also from 
competition with other area 
factories.  To help combat the 
labor shortage, Harbison-Walker 
announced plans to build ten 
single homes for workers in the 
Borough.  This may have helped, 
but at one point during the war 
the Downingtown plant was so 
desperate for workers that, 
according to one newspaper, 
“foreigners, even Austrians and 
Germans, will be accepted.”  This 
certainly shows the mind-set of 
the times!

An advertisement for Harbison-Walker appeared in an early issue of the Downingtown High School’s 
yearbook, the Cuckoo.

This 1921 Sanborn Map shows the refractory facilities in detail including the 
tramway.

Eventually the quality of the silica sand in the quarry proved unsatisfactory to work with in the brick-making 
process and the narrow-gauge railroad shut down.  One publication says this occurred by 1930, but it could have 
been a later date.  The brickworks probably stayed in operation by receiving raw materials via the Downingtown 
and Lancaster Railroad, but we don’t have a year when the factory closed for good.  (continued on next page)



If any of our readers have additional information about the Dinky Railroad we would love to know about it.  It 
would even be great if a long-lost photograph of a train in operation on the railroad surfaced.

No information was available on this photograph (except that it was taken at 8:10am!), but we are assuming it 
was taken at Pepperidge Farm sometime in the 1960s.  Do you recognize anyone?  Let us know by emailing us at: 
dahs19335@gmail.com. 

The Florey Brickworks operated at this location before the Harbison-Walker took over and upgraded the site.  This 
photograph was taken about 1903 and looks northeast.  The rail spur off the Downingtown and Lancaster Railroad 
can be seen on the right.

Downingtown Area Group Photo

mailto:dahs19335@gmail.com


Any Sleuths Out There?
Officer Brian Hughes of the Downingtown Police Department recently contacted the Historical Society and offered us 
a tintype photograph taken in 1855.  The photograph was part of an evidence file that went unclaimed.  Officer 
Hughes and us agreed that even though the item is most likely not Downingtown related, it would be great if we 
could find out more information on the individual pictured and eventually the best home for it.  We have done some 
research but have not come up with a whole lot just yet.  If any of you are good with genealogy and would like to 
help us that would be great.

So here is what we have to work with:

1. The tintype is in a case measuring 3¾ inches tall by 3¼ inches 
wide (right).  Taped to the front is a note in blue ink that identifies 
the man as William Henry Ford (seen in the tintype below left).  It 
was taken in 1855 and (we are assuming) that he was living in 
Warrenton (in Warren County), North Carolina at the time.

2. The person who wrote the note appears to be Ida Mae P. Zehner, 
the granddaughter of Ford.

3. We took the photograph out of the case and found some more 
information (below right).  It was a bit tricky to decipher at first 
but it reads: Miss Mary Ellis, White Plains, Brunswick Co., Virginia, 
1855.  White Plains is right across the state line, about 25 miles 
from Warrenton.

Ford appears to be in his late teens or early twenties.  We found a William Ford living in Warren, North Carolina in 
the 1850 Census.  He was 16 at the time and residing with the Carroll family.  We also found a Mary Ellis right 
across the state line in Brunswick County, Virginia.  She was 11 in the 1850 Census, living with the Jones family, 
and was born in North Carolina.  There are a number of Ida Mae Zehner’s we looked at but so far haven’t made a 
connection to William Ford.  But that’s all we have so far on the three individuals.

Were William Ford and Mary Ellis sweethearts?  Did they marry?  Did Ford join the Confederate Army?  Where 
are they in later census years?  Lots of questions, but few answers so far.  If you would like to put your detective 
hat on it would be great to see what you come up with.  Email us at dahs19335@gmail.com if you find anything.

mailto:dahs19335@gmail.com


Downingtown Area Mystery Pic

This one was tougher than expected 
because only two readers correctly 
identified the location of this photograph 
as the property on the northwest corner 
of East Lancaster Avenue and Uwchlan 
Avenue/Route 113 (across from East 
Ward Elementary School).  David Landis
was the first to identify the location and 
he noted that he used to deliver 
newspapers to the home a long time ago.  
Unfortunately we don’t have any more 
information on what caused the car 
accident which probably happened 
around 1960.  We think so few people 
responded to this Mystery Pic because 
the same view today is obscured by trees.

Can you identify the location in the photograph below (specifically what is being built)?  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.  Unfortunately we may get so many responses we aren’t able to respond to each one 
individually.  Sorry!

Last Issue’s Mystery Pic

mailto:dahs19335@gmail.com


Ashbridge Artifact

Downingtown National Bank handed out these wooden nickels during the Borough’s centennial celebration in 
1959.  Wooden nickels were often used by banks and merchants for promotional uses and were sometimes 
redeemable for certain items, or in this case for an actual nickel.

In The (Old) News – Items that Made Headlines Back in the Day

1925 – Two deer were spotted in West Bradford 
Township on November 28th and the pair, a buck and 
doe, were to be protected by area residents.  The 
animals were believed to be part of a small herd that 
escaped from a preserve in the Chester Valley and 
were wandering about Chester County.  [It’s hard to 
imagine today, but there were times in the past where 
sightings of deer and other species of animals were 
rare in the Downingtown area]

1928 – On June 20th, a Pennsylvania Railroad train 
operating on the Downingtown and Lancaster Railroad 
derailed as it approached the Honey Brook station.  
The train derailed after striking a horseshoe that 
somehow became lodged on the rails after a farmer 
drove his team across the tracks.  Fortunately the train 
was going at a slow speed and none of the crew or 
passengers were injured.

1934 – In August, Peter Gray a machinist living in 
Downingtown, got his weekly supply of eggs and noticed 
that a large “G” was naturally initialed by a hen on the 
end of one of the eggs.

1936 – On May 16th Clarence Wilson, the sexton at 
Hopewell Church near Downingtown, was reported in 
serious condition after being hit on the head with a 
hammer.  William G. Thomas, a tombstone maker from 
Downingtown, was charged in the attack.  Apparently 
Wilson became very upset with Thomas and others 
because they were mixing concrete on the cemetery 
lawn.

1948 – In April, a Coatesville man hitchhiking through 
Downingtown was fined $10 for cursing at motorists 
who refused to give him a ride. 



West Caln Historical  Society
The Historical Society will hold a meeting on July 17, 2018 @ 7 PM in the West Caln Municipal Bldg., 721 W. Kings 
Hwy, Wagontown, PA.  The subject will be:  World Famous Sunset Park Remembered, presented by Anita Carr, 
daughter of former owner Lawrence Waltman.  Sunset Park began in 1939 by G. Roy Waltman, Father of Lawrence.  
Lawrence ran it until late in the 1990's, with great performers such as Roy Acuff, Ernest Tubb, Patsy Cline, Johnny 
Cash, Bill Monroe, Sally Starr and Chief HalfTown, and others such as Frank Sinatra and the Ink Spots.  Sunday in the 
summer at Sunset Park is where you should be.  Meetings are free and open to the public, all are invited.

Marshallton United Methodist Church Chicken BBQ Dinner
The Marshallton United Methodist Church is hosting a Chicken BBQ Dinner on Saturday, July 21, 2018. The menu 
includes BBQ chicken (leg/thigh), cole slaw, corn on the cob, baked beans, roll & butter, dessert, and beverage. 
Hours for the "Eat-in" or "Take-out" option are from 4:30 to 6:30 pm. Cost is $13/adult and $5/child (5 to 12 years 
of age) if ordered before July 17 and $15/$5 at the door. The church is located at 1282 West Strasburg Road, West 
Chester, PA. Contact the church office at (610) 696-5247 or office@marshalltonchurch.org with any questions.

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, meets on the 3rd Wednesday of every month at 7PM at the 
Kennett Friends Meeting House on PA Rt 82 (125 W. Sickle St. Kennett Square, PA 19348). Meetings are free and all 
are welcome. Check www.lymepa.org for directions and programs.

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.

Uwchlan Township Historical Commission
The Uwchlan Township Historical Commission will open the Edith P. Moore schoolhouse on the first Sunday of the 
month from May to November.  The hours are 2pm-4pm.  The schoolhouse is located on North Village Avenue in 
Lionville.

Farmers Market
Downingtown Farmer's Market will be located in Kerr Park every Saturday from 9 AM to 1 PM.

Brochure on DARC Classes & Activities
You can gain access to the latest Downingtown Area Recreational Consortium brochure, listing all classes and 
activities, at: www.darc.info/. For more info, call 610-269-9260, or stop by the DARC office (8:30 AM-4:30 PM, 
Monday thru Friday), 114 Bell Tavern Road, Downingtown.

Library Newsletter
You can sign up to get the Downingtown Library’s newsletter via: http://downingtownlibrary.us12.list- manage.com

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.

Advertisements for Non-Profits

http://downingtownlibrary.us12.list-manage.com/subscribe?u=3a92a237c3786688e0e00b4de&amp;id=8f7d079092
http://josephspeople.org/our-chapters/downingtown/
https://d.docs.live.net/25ef5520a8c9e5ac/cheryl.spaulding@josephspeople.org


DAHS Board of Directors
President:  Phil Dague

Vice President: Jim Sundman

Recording Secretary: Marion Piccolomini
Corresponding Secretary: Donna Capriotti

Treasurer: Lauren Fagan

Directors: Mike Dunn, Jay Worrall, Robin Ashby, Jordan Staub
Archivist: Carol Grigson

Presidents Emeritus: Roger Grigson, Parry Desmond

www.downingtownareahistoricalsociety.org

Check out our Then & 
Now series on YouTube:

Like us on Facebook:

Downingtown Area Historical Society
P.O. Box 9, Downingtown, PA 19335

610-269-1709
dths1709@gmail.com

Did you know that as part of our archival collection we have about 14,000 cards in our files that 
contain newspaper clippings? During most months there are two opportunities at the Historical 
Society to help clip and paste newspaper articles for this collection. The sessions are held at the 
Ashbridge House, our 309-year-old headquarters, next to the Chick-Fil-A restaurant in the 
Ashbridge Square Shopping Center on Route 30 in East Caln. The two sessions are usually:

Clipping Events

• The first Sunday of the month, 1:00-4:00 PM

• The first Tuesday of the month, 6:30-8:00 PM (with pizza!)
Next one August 5th @ 1:00 PM

Follow us on Twitter:

Next one September 4th @ 6:30 PM

http://www.downingtownareahistoricalsociety.org/index.html
http://www.downingtownareahistoricalsociety.org/index.html
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCIh25kTu3B_uVb6lhZku7mw/videos?view_as=subscriber
https://www.facebook.com/Downingtown-Area-Historical-Society-136323699717931/
mailto:dths1709@gmail.com
https://twitter.com/dtownhistory
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