
P R O F I L E S

CHESTER COUNTY LIFE  |  10 |  JULY/AUGUST 2009 

Manovan families quaked in

fear as cannon roars echoed

through their streets. After

Brandywine, George Wash-

ington crossed to the east

bank of the Schuylkill with

British General Howe hot in

pursuit. Howe led 14,000

troops through Chester

County and camped along

what is now Nutt Road. 

Just six years later with Philadel-
phia serving as capital of a forming
nation, Manovan resident Benjamin
Longstreth began rolling iron at the
confluence of French Creek and the
Schuylkill River, and David Benjamin
Reeves founded Phoenixville Iron
Works. In 1812, Longstreth built the
country's first nail factory. 

Longstreth's French Creek Works
attracted Louis Wernwag, an industrious
German bridge builder, as manager. It's
widely acclaimed that Wernwag saw a
mythical bird with dazzling plumage
glowing in fiery coal beds. The apparition
inspired him to re-dub the plant that was
the forerunner of Phoenix Iron & Steel.
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Phoenixville:

Launched in Legend...Rekindled in Triumph

By Susan I. Shiber Photography by Kelly O'Keefe

he story of Phoenixville

unfolds in many pivotal lay-

ers beginning when first set-

tlers arrived in 1732 and

called their new home

Manovan. Farms and com-

merce flourished in the small

village. Dreams of prosperity

and freedom spun around

hard work. During the nine-

day Battle of Brandywine,

A major factor in the renaissance of Phoenixville is the Phoenixville
Foundry. It characterizes the historical significance of steel industry
roots and brings a sophisticated event venue to Chester County.
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AMERICAN 
INGENUITY

As 19th century found-
ing fathers experimented
with democracy, Manovan
prospered. The nail factory
was the largest in the nation,
while a canal and Lock 60
increased transportation and
industrial deliveries. In the
1830s, the Philadelphia and
Reading Railroads chugged
through the area prompting
nail workers to add train-
structured iron to their tasks.
In 1849, Manovan was
renamed after the legendary



ported structures throughout the
world, including the New York sub-
way system and early skyscrapers. It is
surmised that this graceful column
stirred Gustave Eiffel when he
designed his Parisian tower.

In tandem, Phoenix Bridge thrived.
Massive shining formations suspended
over viaducts, rivers and seaways
throughout the world. Its ultimate proj-
ect in 1963 was the Schuylkill Express-
way overpass in Gulph Mills. 
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bird of rebirth, and the borough of
Phoenixville was incorporated. Soon
after, the nail company became
Phoenix Iron Company and Phoenix
Bridge Co. followed. 

During the 1860s, Phoenix Iron
carved its way toward a future in
structural steel. The Phoenix column
was introduced and patented in 1862.
Tubular, it was lighter, yet stronger
and less expensive than any of its
predecessors. Phoenix columns sup-

In its industrial hegemony, iron,
steel and coal were not unique to
Phoenixville. As a hub of Chester
County marketing and trade, the bor-
ough boasted silk and cotton mills,
underwear, hosiery and match facto-
ries, as well as hundreds of shops and
services. Its delicately pastel Etruscan
majolica or faience wares created by
potters from local clay are treasured
collectors' items.

Like everything else about
Phoenixville, residential and commer-
cial construction stands out. Contrast-
ing from vernacular style worker
housing to historic mansions and Ital-
ianate, Queen Anne and Second
Empire mercantile buildings, no other
town in Chester County boasts such a
rich architectural personality. The
Phoenixville Historic District was
entered into the National Register of
Historic Places in 1986.

GROWING STRONG, 
GROWING HEALTHY

As the Industrial Revolution
evolved into an era of information and
reinforced concrete eclipsed the need
for iron and steel, Phoenix Bridge
closed its doors in 1962. Phoenix Iron
& Steel struggled until 1987. The
plant and outer buildings were torn
down, and the foundry and superin-
tendent's office dwindled into decima-
tion. The town, once a pillar of
success, assumed a seedy shroud.
Crime and futility superseded bustling
business.

ªThousands of jobs were lost,º
recalls Phoenixville's Mayor Leo
Scoda, now in his third term. ªWhen
the steel plant shut down, 2,000 work-
ers were unemployed. In addition, the
closing of BFGoodrich! in Oaks and
the Army Hospital in Valley Forge
affected the town. Despite all this,
Phoenixville held together and resi-
dents surrounding downtown kept up
their properties, paving the way for
the renaissance. Today, we're a bed-
room community for employees at
nearby pharmaceutical and technol-
ogy branches. It really is a nice place
to live. We have tremendous assets ± a
library, parks, playgrounds, senior and
civic centers, and churches that are
strongly committed to the good of the
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community. People who move here tell
me they love the ambience and archi-
tecture.º

Scoda credits Phoenixville Hospi-
tal as a key player in the borough's
revitalization. ªAt one time the hospi-
tal was supported by community
donations. When it became a private
for-profit institution, we did every-
thing we could to keep it here.º

Stephen M. Tullman assumed the
CEO position at Phoenixville Hospital
five years ago as the town was poised
to leap. ªRevitalization was underway,
restaurants and shops appeared,
and population mushroomed.
There are countless gems here. The
Phoenixville Foundry offers a won-
derful option for events, the newly
created Freedom Valley YMCA is
the second largest in Pennsylvania,
and Franklin Commons is a one-
of-a-kind educational complex. It
used to take me five minutes to
drive in town for a meeting. With
all the attractions, it's become a lit-
tle longer.º

Tullman was recruited to
implement Phoenixville Hospital's
expansion. He held similar posi-
tions with University of Southern
California (USC) University Hospi-
tal and Century City Hospital,
both in Los Angeles. Tullman

admires Phoenixville Hospital's his-
tory. The hospital opened its doors
in 1893 to serve a growing commu-
nity, and Tullman notes that it is
doing the same thing 116 years
later. ªWe're developing in concert
with the local renaissance and have
become the medical facility of
choice in the region. With 1,000
employees, it is an economic
engine.º

Last year, the hospital introduced
digital mammography at its main
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Left:  DeMutis is a catalyst for much of the
renaissance. Focusing on the town's
strengths, he bought abandoned buildings
on Bridge Street that no one wanted and
restored them himself. One prime example
is the gloriously restored Phoenix Iron &
Steel superintendent's building which is
home to 101 Bridge.



and Limerick campuses, renovated
and enlarged one operating room,
bringing in advanced technology, and
added neurosurgery as a service line.
Its current $90 million expansion
tower, scheduled for autumn comple-
tion, features a spacious emergency
room and streamlined technology, 24-
bed intensive care, medical surgical
unit and telemetry/intermediate unit.
New services include bariatric surgery
and electrophysiology that will begin
this fall. Robotic surgeries exceed 300
cases ranging from urologic and car-
diothoracic to gynecological proce-
dures. 

Phase II expansion incorporates
an expanded women's health pavilion
and private rooms throughout the hos-
pital. Tullman points out that the hos-
pital's commitment transcends medical
treatment. In 2008, more than $3 mil-
lion went to local charities, including
support of the Healthcare Access
Foundation, which gives eligible resi-
dents access to dental, emergency
orthopaedic and vision care.

Like Phoenixville Hospital, New
Century Bank is a proud community
advocate. Founded in 1997 in Kimber-
ton, it relocated its headquarters to the
Gateway Building last year. While
practicing law nearby, Ken Mumma
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Above:  One of many establishments that drive Phoenixville's business commerce is 
Diving Cat Studio and Gallery.

Left:  Chester County landmark Columbia Hotel frequently greeted the late Steve
McQueen during his filming of The Blob. Columbia Bar and Grille has been a reliable
favorite with discriminating guests since 1893.
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saw the town's potential early on and
initiated plans to launch a local bank
to serve the growing region. Mumma,
who is New Century Bank's CEO and
chairman, brought in Jim McKeighan,
a shrewd, experienced banker, to 
join him in the bank's formation 
and management. As president and
Phoenixville proponent, McKeighan is
thrilled with the vibrancy that boosts
the town. ªW e bring another level of
activity and more jobs to downtown,º
says McKeighan.

ªW e've always been involved both
financially and civically in Phoenixville's
growth. We helped Black Lab Bistro
and Majolica restaurants as well as
many other businesses get started. A
lot of people put huge investments in
mortar and bricks, giving Phoenixville
high energy and positivism. What we
have here is different from most small
towns undergoing revitalization.
Using the town's history and arts con-
nections as the backdrop for develop-
ment strategy, makes us special. This
can't be replicated in a mall. Not many
old towns have a theatre like Colonial,
a renovated Foundry or walking trails
such as those along French Creek. Free
parking enables more people to appre-
ciate Phoenixville without worrying
about meters. We participate in Taste

of Phoenixville and maintain the flow-
ers along Bridge Street.º

New Century Bank is a community
bank in every way. Small business is its
primary focus and knowing everyone by
name is second nature to all employees.
Branches in Kimberton, Wayne, New-
town Square and Malvern follow the
same philosophy. ªThe combination of
proactive positioning and deep commu-
nity roots have established a sound
foundation for¼better performance,º
says Mumma in the bank's 2008 annual
report.

On the flip side, Phoenixville
Federal Bank & Trust is the town's
historical financial institution.
Phoenixville Federal traces its origin
to 1911 when a group of concerned
Oaks citizens wanted to help their
neighbors secure mortgages. Initially,
they operated in homes and a fire
company. The bankers secured a
charter in 1939 and opened in the
borough. ªSince then,º says Richard
Kunsch, president, ªPhoenixville Fed-
eral has been a driving force in the
local economy. We gave the initial
$50,000 gift to Phoenixville Area
Economic Development Corporation
(PAEDCO) and provided subsequent
financing to preserve Colonial The-
atre. Numerous other businesses have
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benefited from our support. As resi-
dents, we also get involved with vari-
ous civic organizations, community
events and good deeds. You would be
hard pressed to find anything that
happens in town that doesn't have the
bank's handprint on it,º sums up
Kunsch.

Much downtown bustle ensues
from the efforts of Main Street Com-
munity Development Corporation
(CDC). After a few false starts, the
program took off in 2003 with the
arrival of Barry Cassidy. Part cur-
mudgeon, part genius, the pony-tailed
director takes no guff in his quest
to beautify and commercialize the 
three-block district. An idea man, he
worked with community leaders and
Phoenixville Area Business Associa-
tion (PABA) to rid the streets of crime
and implement an arts and economic
development strategy.

Christening Colonial Theatre as
an anchor, Cassidy resolved to
enhance the town's image. ªWith so
many painters, sculptors and musi-
cians living in Phoenixville, linking
revitalization to arts and economic
development was the tipping point for
what has progressed,º says Cassidy.
ªMurals were painted, a colorful
streetscape attracted notice, and live
stage shows were introduced at the
Colonial. First Friday events kicked
off and bands, such as Beatlemania,
perform every Friday in the summer.
All this conveys who we are, and
strong word of mouth reinforces
branding.º

Cassidy called on KMS Design
Group to fulfill Borough Council's
goal for a streetscape that integrated
Phoenixville industrial roots with
unique design. Using a palette of raw
cast iron elements and locally made

materials, the talented landscape
architects created a singular sense of
place that results in memorable experi-
ences for visitors and residents who
stroll along Bridge Street. In addition
to street design, Phoenixville-based
KMS specializes in high-end residen-
tial architectural landscapes; park,
recreation and courtyard planning;
and aesthetic lighting and irrigation
system design; all with a focus on envi-
ronmental sustainability.

One of the first retail businesses to
catch the fever was Scarlet Begonias, a
boutique filled with art, jewelry and sin-
gular clothing. ªOur store was the
guinea pig,º says co-owner Karen
Phelps. ªWe liked the charm of the
neighborhood and believed in its revital-
ization. After six years and tremendous
strides, we see new people every day.
The more retail that comes to town, the
better for all,º emphasizes Phelps.

Above:  Steel City, co-owned by Jane Tucker, is an example of good business timing. In anticipation of the renaissance, she and a partner bought the 
building and poured life into Bridge Street. It's a venue for live performances by hot new bands and the spot to go for great coffee, sandwiches, soup and
salad.
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Even before Scarlet Begonias
opened, Bob Ryan ignited commercial
sparks at Columbia Station. In 1998,
he refurbished the landmark depot
inside and out and unveiled Robert
Ryan Catering. ªCountless people
asked why we chose Phoenixville for
our business,º says Ryan. ªI'm past
president and sit on the board of
Phoenixville Chamber of Commerce,
and we sensed what was coming.
Robert Ryan Catering is a family-
owned company, and we welcomed the
opportunity to be part of Phoenixville's
revitalization and growth. And, guess
what, we have been busy since day one,
experiencing seven to eight percent
growth each year.º 

Three years earlier, Tague Lumber
opened on the other end of Bridge
Street in a former A&P. Established in
1908, the Philadelphia-based building
products and design center saw more
and more customers coming from
Chester County and the western Main
Line giving the thriving company rea-
son to expand. ªPhoenixville is nestled
between Valley Forge Park and
Chester County horse farms,º says
Vincent J. Tague, Jr., president. ªEven
15 years ago when it was filled with
sleepiness, we thought it was an up-
and-coming area. My dad (CEO Vin-
cent J. Tague, Sr.) remembers a steel
town that was a very special place to
live. We have grown tremendously,
and many employees have moved to

Phoenixville, because it is
once again a very special
place to live.º 

Phoenix Village Art Cen-
ter is an ideal fit for Cassidy's
strategy. The nonprofit
organization offers classes,
workshops, kids' summer
camp and studio space.
Kathy Bestwick opened with
a gallery show and mounts
new exhibits each First Fri-
day. ªIt's a great success,º she
says. ªIn fact, the gallery is
booked through 2010.º

Rocky Roeger, III, who brought
already established USA Kilts &
Celtic Traditions to town in 2005,
has seen a steady increase in walk-in
traffic. Rocky and Kelly Stewart cre-
ated the annual Phoenixville Celtic
Street Fair two years ago, and it
quickly boosted Bridge Street retail
traffic. ªThe first year, 3,000 people
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