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Background


As part of its Petition for Exemption for the Colebrookdale Railroad line, the East Penn Railroad, LLC, (hereinafter "East Penn") submitted materials to the Pennsylvania Historical and Museum Commission (hereinafter, "PHMC"), including a letter dated April 2, 2008, and a subsequent "Historic Report."  Based on this information, the PHMC determined that the Colebrookdale Railroad would not be eligible for the National Register of Historic Places.
 


The PHMC review team stated that the materials provided indicated though that the railroad was of "good physical integrity," it had merely short commercial success, served just one specific community, and that through East Penn's documentation, "[h]istorical significance was not proven."
  However, had East Penn provided a full and fair disclosure of the historical significance of the line, it is likely that the PHMC review team's findings would have more accurately reflected the historically vital importance of the line to many communities.  Moreover, it is equally likely a full and fair disclosure would have proven the line's historical significance.  Furthermore, a full and fair disclosure by East Penn would have demonstrated that the line potentially meets three of four criteria used to establish National Register eligibility (note that a resource needs to meet only one such criteria to be found eligible for the National Register). Additionally, East Penn failed to disclose the impact the abandonment would have on adjacent historic structures—including thematically related National Register and Register-eligible properties. Lastly, East Penn did not disclose the fact that the eleven bridges and trestles on the line are very likely to be determined National Register-eligible, failing to initiate that review even though its proposed removal of rails, ties, etc, from the line would directly and adversely impact those resources.


While providing a historical analysis of the sort that East Penn should have furnished to the PHMC is not appropriate here, key facts representative of those omitted by East Penn are provided to illustrate the type and extent of considerations that, if provided, would have positively influenced the PHMC's determination of National Register eligibility and finding of historical significance.

I. East Penn's Submission to the PHMC Failed to Accurately Portray the Historical  Importance of the Colebrookdale Railroad to the Numerous Communities Along the Right-of-Way.


The text of the actual Historic Report is a scant five pages. The information used by the PHMC to make its determination was only that "readily available and in the railroad's possession"
 and contained only a single page of text. That text reiterated nearly verbatim the information found elsewhere in the Historic Report.  It describes the corporate lineage of the railroad and endeavors to list those industries which have stopped using the railroad for shipment. No mention is made of the historical importance of the railroad line nor of other industries who, in addition to the Drug Plastic and Glass Company, would like to use the railroad if the service were continued.

A. Financial success is not a proxy for historic significance


East Penn's documentation inordinately emphasizes the Colebrookdale Railroad's historically poor fiscal performance, inaccurately correlating it to what it seemingly presumes to be the line's irrelevance to the region.  Financial success is not a proxy for significance for purposes of the National Register and one can only assume the PHMC factored it into their decision making in part because of a paucity of other information.
 The Colebrookdale Railroad has never served a region with a population density sufficient to produce a volume of traffic that would make the line an overwhelming financial success.  This is especially true when maintenance costs for the line's numerous curves, fills, bridges, and trestles are considered.  Nonetheless, the industry, agriculture, and general commerce of this, one of the earliest iron making valleys in the American colonies, is significant and intimately connected with and directly dependent upon the Colebrookdale line. As the fortunes of the early iron industry waned, so did the railroad's. As new, larger, more accessible and higher quality deposits of ore were found, the iron industry moved from the Ironstone and Manatawny Valleys. The rise and fall of the Colebrookdale Railroad's economic success paralleled that of the iron industry that built it and which it served. As such, the railroad's economic woes affirm story of the iron industry in this area of Pennsylvania and therefore may very well add to — and not subtract from—the historical significance of the line.  

B. The Colebrookdale Railroad Was of Vital Importance to Many Communities

While the railroad was built to service the early iron industry—an industry to which its fortunes were tied—it was also crucial the existence of a number of communities and early industries that grew along its banks.  The tremendous fanfare that heralded the first train's arrival in each of the small towns along the line between Pottstown and Boyertown reveals the importance of the service to townspeople in the region.  

The drifting pattern of smoke against the sky was moving slowly this way while the thousand Boyertown area folk trampled the new-cut grass of the railroad yard still further. Their wait seemed forever, but the reason the steam locomotive with its two passenger cars and baggage car too so long was the repeated waits at way stations so everyone might cheer the glistening new equipment.  As a matter of fact, its 94 passengers had left the cars at Manatawny Station, Ironstone, and again at Colebrookdale to put on an acrobatic exhibition for the waiving crowds standing at trackside and crowding every barn roof in their excitement…. 

The people crowded around the platforms and greeted the arriving passengers with as much fervor as if they had just arrived by the through line from San Francisco. Some of the more enthusiastic of the crowd carried off the newly landed passengers on their shoulders. Silk hats suffered martyrdom in the ardor of the reception.


Early postcard photographs show the large, ornate stations provided for each of the small villages along the line, demonstrating the great if unfounded optimism early proponents held for the area's growth.  Pottstown, founded by early iron master John Potts, was by far the largest town served by the Colebrookdale Railroad; it was there that the line had its junction with the Philadelphia and Reading Railroad adjacent to Pott's former mansion and on the grounds of his Pottsgrove iron plantation.


Just beyond Pottstown, the line dove into deciduous woodlands once and still characteristic of its right-of-way. Timber from these forests was harvested to make charcoal for the iron furnaces also adjacent to the Colebrookdale's right-of-way. The first stop in this area was Glasgow, present day Stowe.  

In Pine Forge, the next stop, Thomas Rutter's early iron works (discussed below) was supplemented by the Pine Iron Works (also mentioned below).  The large Focht dairy farm, along with a multiplicity of others up and down the line, generated a daily shipment for the railroad.  The Colebrookdale line trains would pick up dairy products originating from each of these farms each morning and rush them to markets in Philadelphia and Reading—a chore whose speed was particularly essential in the days before refrigeration.
 Also in Pine Forge was Schaeffer's Mill, resting at the confluence of the Ironstone and Manatawny Creeks.
 The Colebrookdale line had an extensive yard facility in Pine Forge to serve all the village's industries, fording the joining creeks and Pine Forge Road with a spectacular still-in-place stone arch bridge and steel viaduct. 

Just beyond Pine Forge at Egolf's Bridge was a six-story tall stone crushing facility clinging to the steep slope above the railroad on Pool Hill.
 The remains of this facility can still be seen from the railroad today.
 Again fording the river on a series of unique and breathtaking bridges and trestles, the line makes its way through the villages of Ironstone and Colebrookdale. The railroad was the primary link means of commerce for these villages in the days before internal combustion. The morning and afternoon trains were used as transportation for local children to and from school. The Colebrookdale Railroad also provided mail service to all the villages along the line—four times per day in the early years.


The railroad reached Boyertown on one final trestle.  Boyertown itself once rested on immense bodies of ore which were opened up for the early iron industry, leaving the town undermined by the tunnels from which the ore had been removed.
 A variety of large industries grew up along the railroad in Boyertown, and many of them have historic structures still in place. The rail yard in the heart of the town retains its historic configuration and an ancient crane on the yard's south side is a reminder of the days when everything from milk to washing machines arrived in town by train.  The crane was used to unload heavier items purchased by town residents from box cars and flat cars to awaiting horse-drawn carriages.
II. A Full and Fair Disclosure About the Colebrookdale Railroad's Historical Significance Would Have Demonstrated the Line and Its Contributing Elements Meets National Register Eligibilty Criteria.
A survey of the 2,486 rail-related properties added to the National Register of Historic Places (not including the countless others that are Register-eligible) indicates the variety and multiplicity of resources similar to those found on the Colebrookdale line already encompassed by the Register. While the Colebrookdale Railroads resources are unique, inclusion on the Register of similarly-themed resources is far from without precedent; rail-related properties represent about three percent of all current National Register listings. 

A review of the National Register confirms that nearly every element of railroad infrastructure, either individually or collectively, has been considered historically significant. Of those properties listed on the Register, approximately 1500 are stations or depots built to service passengers, freight, or both, and approximately 525 properties are listed as historic districts. But there are also other structures that, like those while essential to the operation of the railroad and historically important, may be less visible than a centrally located station or depot that was often the cultural heart of the community. Among these supporting structures identified on the Register are roundhouses (12), enginehouses (4), and hotels (10).  Approximately 395 are engineering features of the railroad right-or-way, including bridges (295), tunnels (51), viaducts (19), trestles (12), underpasses (9), inclines (7), culverts (4), overpasses (3), and embankments (2).  In addition, the National Register includes 19 rail lines that are listed as corridors or entire railways, including the right-of-way and all associated property. Given that the essence of the railroad both now and historically has been to connect one place to another, it is fitting that the corridors themselves—the connections as well as their inherent elements—are recognized as historically significant.

A.  Both the Corridor and Individual Contributing Elements of the Colebrookdale Railroad Meet National Register Criteria


To be eligible for the National Register of Historic Places, a resource must meet one of the four criteria listed below:

· [It is] associated with events that have made a significant contribution to the broad patterns of our history; or 

· [It is] associated with the lives of persons significant in our past; or 

· [It] embodies the distinctive characteristics of a type, period, or method of construction, or…represent[s] the work of a master, or…possess[es] high artistic values, or…represent[s] a significant and distinguishable entity whose components may lack individual distinction; or

· [It has] yielded or may be likely to yield, information important in prehistory or history. 


1. Significance of the Railroad Corridor*****


a) The Colebrookdale Railroad line is associated with places, people, and events central to the earliest iron making history in the American colonies—an industry that, coupled with the railroad, made a significant contribution to a broad pattern of our history.  The Colebrookdale line is a heritage corridor for our early iron making past, traveling through the places where iron was first mined and processed in Pennsylvania and adjacent to many of the still-standing plantation homes where the early iron barons headquartered their empires.  The interface between the iron industry and the railroad took on a particularly strong meaning in the area where the Colebrookdale Railroad served; the first iron railroad bridge in the United States was fabricated by the Colebrookdale Railroad's one-time parent company, the Philadelphia and Reading, in Pottstown in 1844.

The Colebrookdale Railroad was started in 1865 through an act of the Pennsylvania Legislature by the owners of the Colebrookdale Iron Works,
 successor to the Colebrookdale Furnace and Iron Works—the first blast furnace in Pennsylvania.
  Named to honor the works of the same name in Shropshire, England, the Colebrookdale Furnace was established in 1716 along the banks of the Ironstone Creek, paralleled by the Colebrookdale Railroad.
 Thomas Rutter, its founder, like the founder of Colebrookdale's namesake in England, was a Quaker and had been induced by William Penn to come to the New World specifically to build just such a furnace.
 Although this first iron furnace was crudely built and had only a small production of pig metal, most of which was cast directly into implements at the furnace, it was the beginning of the once mighty Pennsylvania iron industry.
  
Colebrookdale Furnace set the mold for subsequent charcoal blast furnaces in Pennsylvania. It proved that British charcoal blast furnace technology could be used successfully in the colonies.
  Timber from the wooded areas along the right-of-way of the Colebrookdale line was used to create the charcoal needed for the furnaces.  The same timber, dressed at a mill later served by the railroad,
 was used to build trestles allowing the Colebrookdale Railroad to ford, among other things, the Ironstone and Manatawny Creeks at various points. Water from these creeks was used as a source of power for the iron making process, as well as for the various mills situated along the railroad's tracks.
  One of these mills, that of David Potts, a decendent of Pottstown's founder and iron pioneer John Potts, is believed to have been the place where the timber trestle wood was finished.
  The dam at Pine Forge used to power all of the town's the once bustling industries—including Pott's Mill--can, in fact, best be seen from the railroad.
 
Rutter's home, Pine, sits proximally to the Colebrookdale line in Pine Forge.  In the era just before completion of the railroad, Pine was a stop on the Underground Railroad.
 It should be noted that the Pine Iron Works, also in Pine Forge and owned by Joseph Bailey, chief proponent and first president of the Colebrookdale Raiload, manufactured a very tough grade metal specifically for railroad use in locomotive boilers.
 The Baldwin Locomotive Works in Philadelphia, the world's most prolific steam locomotive builder, relied on products from the Bailey's Works for their boilers.

The Colebrookdale Works' manager, Thomas Potts, went on to found an iron empire of his own. His son John formed yet another close tie to Colebrookdale Furnace; in 1734 he became a founder there.
  John Potts built upon his experience at Colebrookdale Furnace, and on his widespread family network.
 Above all, he capitalized on his marriage in 1734 to Ruth Savage, oldest of Thomas Rutter's granddaughters.
 Ruth Savage was the daughter of Anna Rutter Savage Nutt, one of the principal heirs of ironworks previously established by Thomas Rutter, Samuel Nutt, and Samuel Savage, all of whom were early Pennsylvania ironmasters and all with ties to property along the Colebrookdale Railroad.
 It was through his mother-in-law that John Potts expanded his iron holdings. Anna Nutt helped erect Warwick Furnace, one of the largest iron furnaces in colonial Pennsylvania.
 In 1745 she gave her half interest in Warwick Furnace to John and Ruth Potts.
   In 1752 he established the iron plantation of Pottsgrove, where he built a mansion house and refinery forge and laid out a village—present day Pottstown--in a grid pattern.
  Pottsgrove Manor is within several hundred feet of the Colebrookale Railroad. 
The deep rock cut—like the rest of the line, exceedingly difficult to build in the early days of railroad construction when the Colebrookdale line was completed—was the scene of a notorious if now little remarked labor struggle.
 In March of 1869, workers constructing this section of track protested for higher wages.
 They were ultimately successful, earning twenty five more cents per day (for a total of $1.75 daily) but were forced to work an hour longer each day in return---thus working an eleven hour day.

In Boyertown, the line served several large industries responsible for the growth of the area. While East Penn mentions the fact these industries have downsized, closed, or changed, it fails to mention their historical significance to the railroad and the community and the fact that their historical fabric remains at least in part along the right-of-way. The Union Foundry served by the Colebrookdale line cast railroad caboose stoves; these stoves could be found traveling on the ends of freight trains all across the United States.
 The were, in 1900, six trains in each direction daily.
 All outgoing trains (that is, those headed toward the junction with the Reading in Pottstown) were loaded with caskets from Boyertown's famous casket company.
  


b)  The Colebrookdale Railroad as a corridor is associated with lives of persons significant in our past. As discussed above, the line passes through or adjacent to the mansion houses and iron plantations of the earliest iron masters in the colonies, the Rutter and Potts Families. The line served the same industries founded by these pioneers, albeit through later firms. That the Colebrookdale line was first proposed in the early 1850s,
 very early on in the history of railroad building in the United States, indicates the challenges  Rutter and Potts and their successors faced both in getting ore from the mines to furnace and foundry, then subsequently, the finished products to market.  From the time the furnace opened in 1720 until the railroad could be completed, teams of horses were used to lug supplies and finished castings several miles to Douglassville.



Joseph Bailey of the Bailey Family, pioneers in the manufacture and handling of iron in Pennsylvania, had long been the operator of the Colebrookdale Iron Works when he and his brother Edward petitioned the General Assembly to create the Colebrookdale Railroad Company on March 28, 1865.
 Joseph Bailey became president of the Colebrookdale Railroad, a capacity in which he served until 1904.
  


In addition to its association with early industrial icons, the Colebrookdale line is associated with events significant in the region's past. On Monday, January 13, 1908,
 the great, dust-laden curtain on the stage of the Boyertown Opera House caught fire.  Within minutes, the Opera House was entirely engulfed in flames. About 10:00 PM, Boyertown fire officials placed a call to the Good Will Fire Company of Pottstown.
  Good Will loaded up their steam pumper fire truck, hose cart, and 50 firemen onto the Colebrookdale Railroad, arriving in Boyertown at 11:30 PM to assist with the blaze.
  



When the fire was finally extinguished, the Opera House had burned to the ground, killing 170 people inside.
 Most of the remains were charred nearly beyond recognition. On Sunday, January 19, 1908, special Colebrookdale Railroad trains brought 7,000 people to a service for twenty five unidentified victims of the fire who were interred together in a mass grave on a hill overlooking the station.
  The Opera House fire gave rise to the enactment of new, comprehensive fire codes across the United States. Crowds rushing to exit the blazing building had pushed forward against the inward-swinging doors, preventing them from being opened.  Entrance doors that open out from the building, rather than in toward the building, are now a standard practice because of the Boyertown Opera Fire.



In April of 1912, the same month of the Titanic's ill-fated night, the Bally (PA) Post Office and Store were destroyed in a large fire.
 As soon as the fire was discovered, a call was sent to Boyertown for help.
 After Boyertown failed to respond, calls were placed to East Greenville and Pottstown.
 Good Will Fire Company, the same who had rushed to the scene for the Opera House Fire, loaded a Colebrookdale Railroad  rescue train in Pottstown—making the twisting, turning 13 mile trip to the line's end in an astonishing 17 minutes.



Local lore has passed down the tail of a famous run-a-way freight car on the Colbrookdale line—a tale that illustrates the danger and excitement of days gone by. On August 29, 1929, a gondola car loaded with 40-50 tons of pig iron broke loose from the Colebrookdale Iron Company with two men precariously perched on top. It began rolling toward Pottstown, building speed across the spindly wooden trestles and down the winding valley. Some furious work by the Boyertown Station telegrapher alerted all the stations along the route and the Colebrookdale Junction (switch) tower.  Switches were aligned so to direct the car to the nearest uphill grade sufficiently steep to halt its building momentum. By Pottstown, the car had become a steel bullet, barreling by at an uncontrolled 60 mph. The car was switched onto the mainline, headed toward Philadelphia. Finally, at Sanatoga, many miles from Pine Forge where the unexpected adventure began, the car coasted to a stop—with two very scared and very relieved men still on board.


c) The Colebrookdale Railroad was completed just four months after the last spike was driven on the Transcontinental Railroad. While much of this latter, obviously more famous line has been significantly rebuilt, the Colebrookdale Railroad retains much of its early fabric. It embodies distinctive characteristics of the early period of railroad construction. To avoid difficult and costly cuts and tunnels, the railroad follows a twisting and turning route along the Manatawny and Ironstone Creeks.  This necessitated the use of multiple bridges and trestles.  Because the line was not subject to the sort of heavy traffic that necessitated the sort of upgrading and rebuilding most rail lines got, the original timber trestles and distinctive early bridges remain. The narrow stone arch bridge at Pine Forge and the tall, spindly trestles at mileposts 3.74, 4.21, and 7.37, for instance, are particularly fine examples of very early construction that, on a more heavily used line, would have been replaced by more modern spans.  While these individual structures are likely significant, the rail line is unique in incorporating so many different types of them in a bucolic setting reminiscent of the early days of their existence.
2.  Significance of Individual Elements:  






The line contains eleven bridges and trestles all over fifty years of age and most dating to the early years of railroad construction. Though East Penn's documentation fails to emphasize this point, no two bridges on the line are the same. The through-plate, riveted girder open deck bridge at milepost 0.08 is within sight of the location where the first iron railroad bridge in the United States was constructed.  This bridge retains the characteristic Reading Green of the Reading Company which operated the Colebrookdale line for most of its life. Indeed, the concrete slab bridge at milepost 2.12 proudly bears the logo of the Reading Company—a diamond evocative of the fact that the anthracite coal for which the Reading was known was referred to as "black diamonds"—on either side. Inside the diamond is the date of construction, 1929. At milepost 3.48, a unique combination steel girder/stone arch/open deck/deck plate girder bridge crosses both the Manatawny Creek and Pine Forge Road.  The stone arch component of the bridge dates from the early history of the line and is crafted from Pennsylvania stone.  Chisel marks are still visible on the stone. At milepost 4.21, an open deck timber post trestle with steel stringers spans Grist Mill Road. Like the other timber trestles on the line at mileposts 3.74 and 7.37, this structure is essentially the same today as it was 139 years ago when the line was built.  Timber trestles are rare (notice that there are only 12 on the National Register) because most were replaced by railroads long ago as maintenance headaches.  


The following information about the line's contributing structures indicates the degree to which the Colebrookdale Railroad, despite its short length, incorporates a multitude of historic structures as it makes its course through the valleys associated with our early iron making past. It is provided by the Reading Company Technical and Historical Society. We note that neither East Penn nor the PHMC have taken into consideration the adverse impact removal of ties and rail will have on these structures.
Bridge at Milepost .80 - High Street, Pottstown - the construction contracts to build this bridge were signed in September 1908. The fill across the meadow to the north of the High Street bridge was built in 1920-1921.  Prior to that, this was a long wooden trestle.
Bridge at Milepost 2.12 - Glasgow - concrete slab over road - construction authorized in August 1929, completed early 1930.

Bridge at Milepost 3.48 - Pine Forge - over Manatawny Creek.  The stone arch abutments were probably part of the line's original construction in 1869.  For the original bridge, the main spans over the creek were wood "Foreman" trusses, probably covered with wood siding.  "Pine Forge" station was known as "Manatawny" station until the name 

was changed effective May 22, 1910

Bridges at Mileposts 3.74 and 4.21 - two large wood trestles north of Pine Forge. Although the individual timbers within these structures have probably been replaced many times since original construction, this style of timber trestle was once very commonly used when constructing new railroad lines in the 1800's, yet [we] do not believe any others survive today in southeastern Pennsylvania, and relatively few survive nationally in proportion to how common they once were.

Bridge at Milepost 7.30  -  through truss over Ironstone Creek, south of Boyertown - this is the span that was originally erected elsewhere, over the Schuylkill River south of Port Clinton.  At its former location, it was part of a 2-span bridge, erected about 1905 by Phoenix Bridge Co., replacing a wooden covered bridge.  In the early to mid-1920s, the Reading Railroad carried out a major project south of Port Clinton involving relocating the Schuylkill River, and moving its mainline tracks so as to eliminate this and another bridge, and a tunnel.  Once that project was complete, the spans of the unneeded bridge were moved elsewhere, with one span re-erected south of Boyertown, circa early 1927, replacing a 28-span wooden trestle.

III. No Review of Contributing Individual or Adjacent Historic Structures  Affected by the Abandonment Was Undertaken 


A. Failure to Review Individual Contributing Historic Structures


East Penn's April 2 letter to the PHMC stated that the line's eleven bridges "appear to be 50 years old or older" but are "quite common" and "in East Penn's view, have no historical significance."  


As mentioned previously, the bridges and trestles are clearly much older than 50 years; photographic evidence indicates many date back to the very first days of the railroad.  Though East Penn is neither qualified nor authorized to evaluate the structures historical significance, the railroad failed to initiate a reviews of the individual structures with the PHMC. Such evaluations should be required prior to abandonment because of the adverse effect removing the rails, ties, etc., from those historic structures will pose to them


B. Failure to Consider Impact on Adjacent Historic Structures


There are numerous National Register and Register eligible properties adjacent to and within the viewshed of the railroad, including Pottsgrove Mansion, the Rutter Mansion, Colebrookdale Iron Works, etc. These structures are thematically intimately connected with the railroad; the fortunes that constructed them were based on the service the railroad provided. The Potts and Rutter mansions, along with numerous other properties along the Colebrookdale line, are Register-eligible.
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