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Preface

 I remember a few years ago when I was leaving Brooklyn. Out of college and feeling 

confused about what to do, I decided to drive cross-country. I was just doing what all 

Americans are taught when feeling empty and misdirected-you look to Kerouac and those 

insufferable Beats and head out on the road. Well, you know that cliché about finding yourself: 

why travel to far away places for answers when all you need is to look inside? I guess there is 

some wisdom in it because I didn’t find any great truths out west or in between, but I did pick 

up an interest in listening to other people’s stories.

 I discovered I like hearing a story that speaks. After experiencing 9/11, seeing those towers 

fall, and breathing in all that death, I needed to hear some American voices that didn’t have a 

decal flag affixed to them. Tired of all the blustery patriotism and war propaganda, I was 

looking for an experience of America with a little more Woody Guthrie and a little less 

Uncle Sam.

 When you get out and drive this country, you realize how big and confusing it all is–the 

web of geography, economy, culture, religion, politics. You start asking yourself, “What the hell 

is going on here? Who are all these people? If we are all Americans, then what does that mean? 

How are we connected and how strong are these ties?”

 Coming home, I tried to write some of these ideas and stories down, but it came out 

sounding pretentious and forced. I wrote an album’s worth of music about my experiences 

and had the same thing happen. After listening to Utah Phillips’ radio show, reading 

David Isay and Harvey Wang’s Holding On, and moving in with my folks, some ideas started 

to surface. Traveling had given me a bit of perspective and returning home gave me an

 opportunity to wrestle with my questions on a smaller scale–a half square mile. 

 Anyways, this project is the culmination of my studies of all things close to home. It is in no 

way complete, you could spend a lifetime gathering stories, history, and information and not 

grasp it all. Not to be mistaken for a history of Jenkintown–that has been done a number of 

times over, though I have yet to read a probing one- it is merely a snapshot of the town seen 

through the lens of oral history and folklore, all the while trying to keep maudlin nostalgia at 

arms reach. This project is about looking at something differently, engaging a sense of place 

with new perspective. Is there more here than what we think is here? 



What are we taught to see, what are the limits of our vision, what is real and what is a façade? I 

walked the town, talked to people, spent hours in the Old York Road Historical Society 

archive, and this is the result. 

 When you read through this collection of oral histories and songs, you will be struck by 

Jenkintown’s unique character. It is a place of tremendous strangeness, beauty, and complexity. 

It is small town America. It is a community looking for direction in these increasingly

 dangerous and foreboding days. The themes within transcend Jenkintown; they speak to 

everyone looking for and living within community.

 There is a musical companion to this book-a CD of original music based on the oral history 

interviews, primary source research, and folklore. Themes investigated in the music are fully 

developed and expounded upon within this book; but to understand the music, you must read 

the book, and vice versa.
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Crows fly south over the parking garage

During the course of my interviews with 

town residents and research into local his-

tory, I came across a number of themes that 

describe the community. This song touches 

on six of them. And while they are certainly 

not exhaustive, they do shed light on 

Jenkintown’s character. 

1st verse

American flag sits atop the highest building

Crows fly south past the parking garage

People grow old sitting and waiting

For things to change in this half square mile 

town

Strawbridge & Clothier building off of Old York Road back in the day



The first theme is that of change. A recent 

Philadelphia Inquirer article about Jenkintown 

has the headline, “A Place Where the Future 

Never Quite Made the Trip.” I agree with 

this at face value; first off, the borough has 

changed very little physically in the last 60 

years. The area is more or less saturated and 

the only way to build is to knock down, 

replace, or go up. Many of the residential 

homes are the same, the school remains, as 

well as the business infrastructure and 

library. So there is a certain physical quality 

that seems to be holding on. Town tradition 

follows that when you move into the 

neighborhood you don’t live in your own 

house, you live in the previous resident’s 

house: “Oh you live in so and so’s house!” 

The residue of the past permeates 

everything.

But this lack of change is not limited to 

Jenkintown’s appearance; it also extends to 

its understanding of itself in relation to other 

communities. Jenkintown has long had a 

strong sense of identity and independence, 

dating back to the borough’s 1874 rupture 

from Abington Township over the issue of 

real estate taxes. People in Jenkintown felt 

they were paying too much for too little in 

return, so they started their own borough, 

replete with self-governance, school, library, 

and fire department. Another example of 

Jenkintown’s sense of independence came 

when York Road had to be expanded in the 

1940s to meet the increased traffic conges-

tion. Jenkintown was asked by Abington to 

sync its traffic lights but refused; respond-

ing, “Jenkintown traffic lights blink red-

yellow-green when Jenkintown chooses.”1 

This pugnacious attitude came up again in 

the sixties when Jenkintown’s state 

representative, Wilmot Fleming, fought 

against the Pennsylvania General 

Assembly’s passage of Act 561, which 

merged disparate Pennsylvania school 

districts into larger, unified schools. Fleming 

won and his legacy continues: Jenkintown 

School District is one of the few in the 

county to retain its community identity. 

This sense of independence and identity 

translates into a unique culture, a 

provincialism akin to the rural south. 

In many of the interviews people com-

mented on how the town appears to exist 

within a bubble, that it doesn’t interact with 

surrounding municipalities. Much of that is 

probably due to the political structure of the 

borough: it runs itself and therefore keeps to 

itself. But this quality of isolation also 



extends to the social fabric of the borough. 

The young universally quip that there is 

nothing to do, yet they live just minutes 

north of Philadelphia. Embracing this 

“nothing to do” attitude, mainstream youth 

culture spends its time drinking in 

basements and by the railroad tracks. Many 

never socialize outside of the small school-

based network–a trend that extends through 

college and even after college. This cloistered 

social atmosphere has created reactionary 

phenomenon like the “Jenkintown Hero”

–a term used to bash those that stick around 

after high school. And something altogether 

ambiguous: “JTown Pride.” This term can be 

used sarcastically–you can’t wait to leave, 

dislike the town, and therefore have some 

real “JTown Pride”–or you actually are 

proud to be of the area and celebrate your 

“JTown Pride.” The latter is more common 

and usually used in the context of school 

sporting events.

Other marks of provincialism are found 

within public school culture and tradition. 

For instance, Color Day–a yearly track and 

field event observed by the entire school and 

many within the town–has been in existence 

since 1938 and is taken very seriously. It pits 

red and blue teams against each other in a 

series of events ranging from the dizzy bat 

race and tug-of-war, to sprints and orange 

races. Team affiliation is assigned in 

kindergarten and extends all the way 

through twelfth grade. For youngsters it is 

healthy rite of passage; for older students, 

a pushing of boundaries. The night before 

Color Day seniors stay up drinking, turning 

pranks on the opposing team, and painting a 

large bell on the football field. You get a feel 

for how the town culture is passed down in 

this excerpt from the Philadelphia Inquirer:

“Parent Bob Hollinshead watched the action 

and reminisced about his family, who had 

divided color loyalties when they competed 

in the sixties and seventies. One year, 

Hollinshead said, his Red brother John stole 

the school's 500 pound bell–a replica of the 

Liberty Bell that each side vies to paint with 

its color–and hid it in the family garage. Blue 

brother Bob discovered it there. "Yeah, we 

had to get a tow truck to bring the bell back," 

recalled Ralph Yerkes, who stood a few feet 

away on the track's edge. “Crazier stunts 

have been pulled,” said Police Officer Joe 

Mongan, a 1973 graduate. “We went to Penn 

State one year and got some ducks, painted 

them blue and marched them out on the 

field," he said. The ducks, he added, were 

returned unharmed. Last year, Mongan said 

the students went even further and painted 



Highland Avenue blue. "They got a little 

overzealous.””2

Rituals such as the homecoming bonfire, 

Color Day, walking to school daily, and 

being with classmates in close proximity 

from K to 12 all reinforce a feeling of space 

and place. You know where you are from 

because it is tangible. Everything is wrapped 

up in small town sensibility: you have the 

same experiences, you know the inside jokes 

and references, and anyone who doesn’t is in 

some way an outsider. 

When people talk about what makes a 

Jenkintonian, it usually involves living here 

for quite a long time: second or third 

generation is seen as legitimate; anything 

less is considered newcomer. Not that you 

can’t get involved in the community if you 

are a newcomer, but your motives–especially 

when they involve local politics–will 

certainly be questioned by the old-time 

families. And there is a battle being waged 

by old and new for control over the town, 

for the vision of the future. Many times, 

change cannot happen without the blessing 

of the old. Yet, as newcomer borough 

councilman Michael Golden told me, 

“Do you try to control it [change]? Or do you 

let it just happen? It is not like you have a 

choice to just keep it the same, because the 

world doesn’t work that way.”

But if you look closely at this idea of stasis, it 

becomes complicated and complex. While 

Jenkintown has remained physically 

saturated for some time and has a strong 

sense of identity, if you widen the lens of 

analysis, the area has changed considerably 

since the building of the railroads, the 

population boom of the 20th century, the 

knocking down of the country mansions, the 

subdividing of estates, and the rise and fall 

of the Golden Mile. Jenkintown has 

experienced change just like every other 

Philadelphia suburb. There has also been 

religious diversification: the Quakers being 

first, then the Protestants, then the Irish 

Catholic, and then the Jews. 

Socioeconomically the area is also 

heterogeneous, yet this class diversity does 

not extend to race. The town has remained 

overwhelmingly White since the beginning.3 

And though there has been a thriving 

African American Baptist Church since 1887, 

it is a commuter church. 



In some ways Jenkintown has changed very 

little but if you dig deep enough, you will 

see that history has left its mark. The 

physical landscape has been altered, 

religious creeds have multiplied, businesses 

have come and gone, and these movements 

directly influence the character of the town. 

Small town life, just a stone’s throw from the 

big city, still exists; however, Jenkintown is 

not cut-off from the world–it’s just sheltered 

from it.

2nd verse

Don’t you know about the Jenkintown Hero?

Never left town, probably never will

Don’t pass judgment, just buy him a drink

For he keeps watch over this half-square-

mile town

The next topic touched upon in this song is 

the idea of the “Jenkintown Hero,” also 

known as “The Perennial Senior.” There is 

still much debate as to what this term 

actually means. Some say it is a derogatory 

term for those that have never left Jenkin-

town to experience the outside world. It is a 

pejorative, flipping the usual use of the word 

“hero” on its head as defined by Joseph 

Campbell. 

One who “ventures forth from the world of 

common day into a region of supernatural 

wonder: fabulous forces are there encoun-

tered and a decisive victory is won: the hero 

comes back from this mysterious adventure 

with the power to bestow boons on his 

fellow man.”4 * 

A Jenkintown Hero has never left the 

comfort/cosmos of the town and therefore 

cannot return home from an adventure with 

new wisdom and power. Of course, this 

definition has elitist leanings and is usually 

used in context of someone thinking they are 

better than another because he or she has 

seen the world. I have also heard that a hero 

is someone who wouldn’t be able to exist 

outside of Jenkintown because the town 

takes care of the individual. Jenkintown puts 

up with the foibles and ignorance of the said 

person, and they are able to get away with 

things that elsewhere would not be 

tolerated–a kind of familial acceptance.

The third definition I have heard of the 

Jenkintown Hero deals solely with reputa-

tion. Because it is such a small town, anyone 

*Campbell’s definition is being used for a 
reason: long time Jenkintown High School 
English teacher Richard Hench indoctrinated 
generations of students with Apocalypse Now, 

Heart of Darkness, Star Wars, Lord of the Flies–all 
studied through the mythological lens of Joseph 
Campbell. Everyone who has had Hench knows 
exactly what a hero is and isn’t.



who has a large public personality–within 

the context of the school–falls into the 

category of being a hero. Students are bored, 

they see you doing something strange and 

interesting on a continual basis, and create a 

mythic personality for you. Your reputation 

precedes you and takes on hero qualities. *

3rd verse

Have you seen the walker, dressed in 

cutoffs made of denim?

He is my favorite of the town characters

Don’t think he lives here, but I’ve known 

him all my life

If you haven’t seen him, well you probably 

never will

Town characters. Every community has 

them. They are the people who are in the 

public eye. Visibly different and so mysteri-

ous that you and your friends give them 

nicknames and sit up at night wondering 

about them. Some Jenkintown characters 

include the walker, the Elizabeth Taylor 

impersonator, the riddle man, the bagman, 

the old man on the bike who rode around 

with incendiary signs, and many more. 

They just stand out and you have to love 

them. An interview with the walker should 

be here but he is a notorious recluse; instead, 

here is an account of my meeting with the 

Elizabeth Taylor impersonator in 2006.

I bumped into her at Oswald’s Drugs on the 

corner of West and Old York Road. She walked 

in the back way and lined up at the pharmacy 

counter to wait for her sleeping pills. Fur coat, 

long red scarf, nice dress shoes peeking out 

from under the coat–she was a bit overdressed 

for a balmy 55 degree March afternoon. Behind 

her oversized sunglasses you could see a drying 

streak of eyeliner on her cheek. A conversation 

was struck up and I asked her if she had any 

stories about Jenkintown to tell. She responded 

that she had grown up in Jenkintown in the 

twenties, her parents being schoolteachers at 

Jenkintown. She then told me about her alter 

ego: Elizabeth Taylor. She coyly lifted up her 

sunglasses and told me that many people mis-

took her for Elizabeth Taylor. For thirty some 

years she has been dressing, styling her hair and 

makeup, and on some occasions acting like Ms. 

Taylor. She told me of how in a Florida elevator 

she loudly proclaimed to a hanger-on that she 

was considering doing a picture there. We both 

laughed. She then related how she got quite a 

bit of attention at a local cafe for her resem-

blance and was treated very well. 

Besides her celebrity impersonation she told me 

of her curious nature–going into the topless bar 

Le Place in the early nineties. She remembered 

the dancers, strip poles, and men playing pool. 

Her tried and true witticisms were “Break all 

the rules, no place in heaven, and you only live 

once.” She kept her sunglasses on for most of 

the conversation.
*For information on JTown Heroes read the 

anonymous interview.



4th verse

There is a shortcut that passes between three 

streets

Walking to school children teach their 

friends

It’s been in use longer than I can remember

If you don’t know about it, you probably 

never will

Bill Ring is guardian of the oldest active 

shortcut in Jenkintown. Having lived at 423 

Maple since the mid-seventies, he and his 

wife have taken care of this more than 40-

year-old route and all the young folk passing 

through.5 He was kind enough to show me 

around his property, recalling the elderly 

stonewall that used to line the back of his 

property. Standing about 7 feet tall, the 

crumbling wall was no match for the dogged 

kids who would scramble up and over it on 

their way to school.6 Rumor has it someone 

was afraid of the wall collapsing on the kids, 

so they bumped it, cracked it open, and no-

tified the borough of its poor condition. As 

planned, the owners of the wall were forced 

to tear it down and replace it with a metal 

fence. After the wall came down around 

1978, the Rings removed the old gate to free 

up passage for students on their way to 

school.

“Never lost anything and the kids never 

bothered anything,” Ring retorted when I 

asked him about his memories of the path. 

Not the usual response when teenagers 

make it a habit of cutting through your 

property. “I’d sit outside and the kids would 

wave to me as they walked through.” 

He pointed out a healthy lilac bush near the 

back of his lawn and told me about how 

youngsters playing hide and seek would 

conceal themselves beneath the large clusters 

of pale purple flowers. “Would cover ’em up 

completely,” he said. He paused for a 

moment and waved his arms over the lawn, 

“Bought 4 pine trees in 1979 for $5–dollar 

and a quarter a piece. Planted them here and 

look at ’em now. My neighbor, when I gave 

him one for his yard, said, “Oh, it’ll never 

grow.” 27 years later and it’s so big it could 

be the White House Christmas tree.” 

To me, the most interesting aspect of this 

shortcut is the unbroken line of transmission 

that has been maintained for 40-plus years. 

Generations have walked it, learned it, and 

informally shared it with their friends. 





Shortcuts like this 

are part of the secret 

language of being 

young. Hidden 

within plain view 

from most of the 

town, it is a daily 

ritual performed by 

those in the know. It 

is an in-between 

area marked only by 

the subtle wearing 

away of the grass 

path. And there is something powerful in 

being able to tap into an old folk tradition, 

especially when the tradition is maintained 

by the young.7

 

5th verse

Two fire departments reside on the 

same street

When the siren blows, they help each 

other out

It wasn’t always like this, not in the old days

They were divided by their religious faith

Jenkintonians have always loved their fire 

departments. Forming the second fire 

company in Montgomery County history 

circa 1852, volunteers worked a homemade 

hand engine and put out fires with leather

buckets. The key to the firehouse was hung 

on a nail driven into a plum tree so it was 

always available.8 Hocker writes that 

“in parades the firemen wore high hats and 

buckskin capes. The company was 

disbanded in 1867 and the hand engine 

became junk.”9 Pioneer, the first fire 

company, was started in 1884 and the 

Independent company, in 1889.

If you walk up Greenwood toward the heart 

of town you will come across both of these 

volunteer fire stations sitting within 100 feet 

of each other. When the weather is warm, 

the station doors are open and the engines 

Heading down the driveway at 451 Cedar



are parked and shining. Firemen can be seen 

working on the rigs and talking. Some 

believe having these companies present in 

the downtown area adds to the small-town 

feel. Others think having to pay the expense 

of two departments for a half-square-mile 

town is fiscally irresponsible. But there is a 

social gain to having the departments: many 

people volunteer beginning in high school 

and become involved in the community 

through this. And the departments take care 

of their members: the Jenkintown Firemen’s 

Relief Association protects firefighters from 

the cost of on the job injury and awards 

death benefits. The organization also lends 

money to volunteers so they can buy homes 

in the community in which they serve. 

Rumor has it that two companies were 

started because of religious intolerance: 

Pioneer being Catholic and Independent, 

Protestant. If you look at the last names of 

Pioneer’s early membership they do have an 

Irish quality–O’Neill, McCracken, Kelly, 

Brennan, Devlin–but those involved in the 

departments today say that idea is little 

more than a town rumor and the current 

relationship between the departments is one 

of unity and teamwork. “We work together 

now. They [Pioneer] basically operate as an 

engine company, and Independent operates 

as a truck company,” said long time fireman 

Ted Jensen when asked about the rift.

6th verse

Fall colors welcome homecoming football

The great bonfire rises high above the town

King of the hill never grows old because

The night is mythic and southern and sweet

This experience is all part of the yearly ritual 

celebrating the first Jenkintown home game. 

Prior to the big event there is a communal 

gathering of wood to feed the massive 

bonfire. Word goes out and the town places 

odds and ends such as pallets, dresser draw-

ers, planks, even a large stump embedded 

with rail ties curbside for a truck to collect. 

Dropped off at the high school baseball field, 

the debris is arranged into a large circular 

pyre. Crowned atop the mountain are a 

series of primitive scarecrow-like figures 

representing the opposing football team. 

This year a group of Jenkintown football 

players supposedly stole a piece of Spring-

field HS football equipment and placed it on 

top. Some neighborhood teens went so far as 

to climb the heap of wood and dress the 

figures in former Eagles player Terrell 

Owens’ jersey–not so subtle statement of 

their dislike for the controversial athlete.



top: a view of the bonfire from afar

bottom: JHS football team making the run



The fire departments run a long series of 

connected hose from the street down to the 

site of the bonfire in order to battle the blaze 

back when it gets out of control. After the 

hoses are connected, the firemen douse the 

wood with gasoline and wait. By now the 

kids are near frenzy, running around the 

field in anticipation of a huge fire. 

With theatrical flare, the football team makes 

its entrance riding on the back of two pickup 

trucks. Horns honking and arms waving, the 

team parades northeast on Walnut Street 

past the nearly exploding children, and 

drive down to the field by way of West 

Avenue. They jump out of the trucks and run 

toward the bonfire. This is when the event 

switches from suburban gathering into 

something akin to a southern back country 

rite: the team runs at the burning pyre 

screaming and hurtling scarecrows as if they 

were spears. They proceed to run around the 

burning pile of wood a number of times, 

waving their arms, whooping. They then 

circle up for a team chant. The crowd feeds 

on this, clapping and shouting to encourage 

the spectacle. By now the fire is beginning to 

really burn and gain height. And my god, 

the kids are going crazy. They are yelling 

and jumping on each other, forcing the 

firefighters to push them away from the 

blaze. When the Terrell Owens jersey starts 

to burn, the noise reaches fever pitch. The 

30-foot arc of flame, the frenzied energy of 

the kids, the howling of the team, the flash-

ing lights of the trucks, the possibility of the 

fire spreading out of control all seem to feed 

the ritual. Not to mention that burning your 

enemy in effigy seems remarkably pagan-

like. Ironically, when the straw figure finally 

burns away, all that is left is a towering 

wooden cross, fiery and swaying in the 

wind. 

There is a profound beauty in the graceful 

movement of the flames against the dark 

night sky. Everyone’s collective attention is 

fixed and at times the crowd seems to be 

lulled into something other. At that moment 

I felt a vague connection to the dim shadow 

of previous generations–and then it flickered 

away. But the ritual holds power because it 

remains the same throughout the years; a 

communal experience passed down and 

repeated. 





Ty s o n  P e a r

1st verse 

Way back in history when the roads were rough and tumbled and the forest was thick and green

I traveled a great distance in a passing bird, only to fall in Tyson’s hedgerow

I was a tardy bearer but my yield was large,

many loved my flavor, 

especially those birds in the yard

chorus

T-y-s-o-n, Tyson pear from Jenkintown [2x]

2nd verse

Tree upright, leaves green and bold, the circles on 

my trunk multiplied, I saw that man grow old

slightly aromatic, sugary and sweet, medium size 

with a fine yellow and crimson cheek

grafted to many pear trees my name became known, 

the nursery made a fine dollar when my 

fruit was sold

chorus

T-y-s-o-n, Tyson pear from Jenkintown [2x]

3rd verse

Old Tyson died and the days passed on, 

till Mr. Harper moved in, it wasn’t the same

C.H. Millar bought the corner property in 1890, 

should have seen his face, when he cut me,

yes he cut me down, yes he cut me down, 

cut me even with the ground, and why? 

to build a new kitchen for his,

wife and family, yes wife and family, 

they cut me down, 

and I became a matter of history known as the Tyson pear



The story of the Tyson Pear 

is a sad one. A wilding was 

discovered in a hedgerow on 

the property of Jonathan 

Tyson in 1794. Tyson moved 

to the northwest corner of 

West Avenue and York 

Road–where the now 

defunct Oswald’s Drugs 

sits–and transplanted the 

young pear tree. Conditions were 

agreeable, the tree grew to an enormous size, 

bore delicious fruit for years, and somehow 

escaped the vortex of Jenkintown. The pear 

traveled to Philadelphia, Boston, and 

became recommended for general 

cultivation by the National Convention of 

Fruit-Growers in 1848. 

The reviews were grand. “The quality of 

fruit far excels that of Clapp Favorite and it 

is better than that of Bartlett. . . . The flesh is 

melting and juicy, with a spicy, scented 

sweetness that gives the fruit the charm of 

individuality. . . . The tree is the most nearly 

perfect of that of any pear grown in 

America. . . . Were the fruits larger, it would 

rival Bartlett for the market.”10

Local Jenkintonian J.W. Ridpath: “In fact, its 

name became so popular that every nurs-

eryman sold Tyson pear trees, and the fruit 

brought handsome prices in the market.”11

By 1890, this ancient and original tree had 

slowed in productivity and fallen into the 

callous hands of C. H. Millar, who chopped 

it down in the name of progress: he wanted 

to build a new kitchen. 

The world followed suit and Tyson went out 

of favor sometime in the mid-twentieth 

century, since it was neither as large nor as 

pretty as its rival, Bartlett. Pear grower John 

Bunker explains the context of Tyson’s 

demise: 

Tyson’s farm was due west of Jenkintown



John Bunker beside a 110 year old Tyson pear tree on the Freedom/Unity town line



“The Tyson pear was popular in central 

Maine a hundred some years ago and pretty 

popular all the way from Philadelphia to 

Vermont. It was commonly grown on small 

farms. About the time of WWI there was a 

large shift in American society; it was still 

agrarian then, yet it began moving towards 

urbanism and industrialism. Many of the 

farms died. The farms in the 19th century 

were mixed: they had a diversified style 

where they sold many different things. But 

the 20th century norm was the commodity 

form of today. 

Commodity farming has no room for unique 

local varieties. In order to have volume you 

need to have centralized distribution. The 

brokers and middlemen didn’t want farms 

to grow different varieties because they 

would have to pay more for them. They [the 

middlemen] wanted everyone to grow 

1-3 varieties because it kept prices down. 

You don’t need to pay a living wage to the 

farmer who demands it because you can 

turn around and get the fruit from someone 

else willing to charge less. It was a 

conspiracy to ruin farming for farmers.

I think bringing back a local variety connects 

people with local history, helps people 

connect with a sense of place, and it brings 

up issues such as local food and food 

security. Local food has played a great 

role in America.”12

His friend, fruit grower Howard Wulf, went 

on to tell me about Tyson’s characteristics.

“Fifteen years ago I came upon an old Tyson 

tree on the Freedom/Unity town line. It is 

around 110 years old and is quite large–forty 

some feet wide and over thirty feet tall. 

Martha Stewart actually did a show on my 

orchard in October of 2000 and filmed this 

tree. I’ve grown a lot of them [Tyson] in our 

nursery and they are good trees. They can 

take up to 10 years to bear fruit, so they are 

not very precocious. The saying goes, 

“Plant pears for your heirs.” 

The tree is quite hardy–this particular tree 

survived a minus 40 degree winter in 1933-

34 that killed thousands of Baldwin apple 

trees–Maine’s largest commercial apple 

variety at that time. They can grow quite 

large so I recommend that people graft the 

trees onto Old Home Farmingdale 333 root-

stock–which will produce a semi-dwarf tree. 

This way, when you have to spray the tree 

with fungicides, the prospect of maintenance 

isn’t so daunting. I would also recommend 

cross-pollinating with Seckel–another 

Pennsylvania pear variety. Tyson is not a 

large pear but it has a very good flavor.

Tyson is truly an American heirloom variety. 

It grew up in the wild and was grafted into 



popularity. Of all the pears I have come 

across, Tyson invoked in me the greatest 

hope of bearing good fruit. Hail Tyson.”13

Now, you would think that Jenkintown 

would be darn proud of this native seedling. 

Tyson was nurtured by Jenkintown’s soil, 

sun, and water, grew big ’n healthy, and 

went out into the world to make a name for 

itself.  I mean, shouldn’t there be a Tyson 

pear tree everywhere? Shouldn’t there be a 

yearly Tyson pear contest measuring the 

biggest, tastiest, most beautiful pear grown?  

Shouldn’t old women gather on cold winter 

nights to bake Tyson pear delights? Nope. 

Nothing.  

The last local record of the Tyson pear I am 

aware of was in 1901, yet there still exists an 

esoteric club by the name of the Tyson Pear 

Questers, who supposedly have interests in 

antiques. I look forward to the day when the 

Tyson Pear is given its due–a proper wel-

come home.

Those interested in returning the Tyson pear 

tree back to its ancestral home can order the 

tree come spring from Fedco Seed 

Cooperative.* 

P.O. Box 520 Waterville, ME 04903 

Phone 7 207.873.7333 

Website 7 www.fedcoseeds.com

[7\

*It is recommended that another pear tree be bought and planted nearby to ensure pollination.

http://www.fedcoseeds.com
http://www.fedcoseeds.com


Old York Road Used To Be 

A Lenape Indian Footpath

Old York Road is Jenkintown’s main 

thoroughfare, cutting through the heart of 

the business district.  To the south, the road 

connects Jenkintown to Philadelphia and to 

the north, New Hope. An old road with con-

siderable history, the highway and 

surrounding area have been developed so 

intensely that its past seems veiled to the 

everyday passerby. 

In 1710, people living in Bucks County peti-

tioned the Provincial Council for a road to be 

built connecting Philadelphia and its hinter-

lands. The purpose of the road was to allow 

farmers to move their produce, livestock, 

and goods into Philadelphia as quickly and 

directly as possible. Jenkintown’s Stephen 

Jenkins was a member of the council, and 

helped to layout the trajectory of the road.14

J.W. Ridpath writes,

“The opening of roads, as practiced in these 

early times, did not give a good, smooth 

road-bed. It consisted principally of remov-

ing a sufficient number of trees along the 

designated route through the natural forest 

to allow teams to use the road. Swamps and 

quicksands were frequently crossed by 

placing tree trunks and large branches across 

the roadway, thus forming a corduroy road. 

A short section of this kind was found in 

Jenkintown, opposite the Lyceum property, 

when the trolley tracks were laid in the cen-

ter of the road, in 1894. To merely open a 

road over thirty miles long through densely 

wooded country was at that time, owing to 

the small number of inhabitants, was a great 

undertaking, and the enterprise so success-

fully, although rudely, accomplished, 

deserves our appreciation.”15

Later the Cheltenham and Willow Grove 

Turnpike followed its course, charging a toll 

for the macadamized route. The state of 

Pennsylvania finally took over and did away 

with the toll in 1917.16

But the colonists weren’t the originators of 

the route–it was actually the Lenni Lenape 

Indians. All along the Delaware River–

especially in and around Philadelphia–the 

Lenape Indians were present. 

Their primary mode of transportation was 

walking, and as a result, disparate 

communities were connected through 

footpaths. There were so many footpaths 

radiating out from the Philadelphia area that 

one historian, “has likened them ‘to the 



sticks in a lady’s fan.’”17 In turn, many early 

colonial roads were actually extensions of 

these old footpaths. 

One such path running through Jenkintown 

was known as the Lenape Indian footpath. 

This passageway was so well worn that in 

1711 Old York Road was not even surveyed, 

but literally superimposed directly upon the 

Indian footpath.18 This corridor ran all the 

way “from Philadelphia to New Hope on the 

Delaware River, across New Jersey from 

Lambertville to salt water at Elizabeth.”19 

Jenkintown was probably used by the 

Lenape as a summer and winter hunting 

ground. Bordered by the Tacony Creek to the 

west, Pennypack Creek to the east–both 

would have teemed with anadromous fish in 

the spring-and a rolling, forested, landscape 

filled with game, Jenkintown was an agree-

able place to hunt. The Lenape would have 

used the footpath to travel back and forth 

from their hunting outposts to their 

villages.20

Old York Road back in the day. The 55 trolley seen here ran until 1941.





The purpose of this song is to place Old York 

Road and the footpath in dialogue with each 

other. The footpath and the great thorough-

fare are really one and the same, separated 

only by time, macadam, and technology. 

Whenever you drive or walk Old York Road, 

you are traveling on the same route the 

Indians followed hundreds of years ago. Yet 

it all seems so far away, so removed. 

The song attempts to bridge that gap, 

creating a space for disparate people and 

places to interact and exist. 

The song follows a very linear form, with a 

Lenape song at the beginning interspersed 

with field recordings of the Tacony Creek, 

leaves being stepped upon, and bird song. 

All of these are sounds with which the 

Lenape would have existed. This section 

symbolizes a time before colonial settlement. 

Then the song becomes arhythmic, fronted 

by the words of a Lenape Indian. The cello 

signals a historical shift, followed by the 

sounds of a train coming into the station. 

The story moves away from the natural and 

toward a more industrialized world.

The pedal steel passage ushers in the 

presence of Old York, followed by field 

recordings of cars going north and south on 

the road.21 If you listen closely, you can hear 

the cars passing in and out of the stereo 

field. The drums flutter away, welcoming a 

Cherokee Indian Christian hymn, a high and 

beautiful death song. 



[On the Edge of Town\

1st verse

On the edge of town, where the steel factory meets the tracks, moving as wires sway above

I follow the stream down, overgrown bramble fence, wooden steps on the right

Keep walking, don’t let the cold in, morning light is hours away

Mile after mile, darkness in my chest like breath, you were right, we can’t turn back

chorus

Town is a-sleeping

Everybody locked inside 

Trains pass by slowly

Leaving home for a while

2nd verse

Meet you under the bridge, by the hill where the boys get drunk

Gonna leave this town together

Been waiting so long for a change, town so small it suffocates your soul

Everybody talking just like they know

Eyes but they cannot see, mouths but they cannot speak, always been different, now I know

Wind is howling, shoulders hunched, collar drawn up, light is near, but where are you? 

chorus

Town is a-sleeping

Everybody locked inside 

Trains pass by slowly

Leaving home for a while



North Pennsylvania Railroad passenger trains started running through Jenkintown in the 

1850s, culminating in the building of a railroad platform in 1859 and a stone station in 1872.22 

The building of the railroad helped spark a boom in Jenkintown’s population–in 1880 the 

population was 880 and by 1910 it was holding at 3,000–and development radiated outward 

from the line.23 Yet when riders first came into town they were confused as to where the town 

actually was. They saw only hills, forest, and the Tacony Creek, since the rail station was a 

half-mile from the center of the settlement.24

These days the line is managed by SEPTA and used primarily to transport commuters in and 

out of Philadelphia. The Jenkintown/Wyncote station has a weekday average of 1,489 board-

ing and 1,591 alighting passengers. Serviced by 84 inbound trains and 83 outbound trains, 

it is a station stop for the R1, R2, R3, and R5 regional rail lines.25 

Arial view of SPS and the rail tracks running from Noble to Jenkintown station



This song takes place on the train tracks running from Noble to Jenkintown station, ending 

near the Washington Lane bridge. I started walking the tracks when I was in 9th grade and 

have since been up and down the line countless times. The tracks are a liminal world filled 

with extremes: dangerous, industrial, and deafening, as well as sparse, quiet, and mysterious. 

You rarely see people but their traces are everywhere. Graffiti tags and art, old bottles, cans, 

and clothes litter the ground. Just east of the Walnut Street bridge stands an abandoned rail 

shack complete with a telephone, business papers, a small desk, and a chair.  It is a good place 

to hide and watch the trains go by unobserved. 

If you keep going west towards Jenkintown station, leaving the tracks to investigate the back 

of Standard Press Steel–one of the last manufacturing industries in this area–you will find 

wooden steps that lead into a small pool of water, as well as old tunnels through which you 

can crawl. The area is thick with overgrown bramble, so much so that one summer when my 

brother and I tried to take a shortcut through it, we literally became trapped in the thicket and 

had to go around it. Reinforcing this notion of liminality, a local octogenarian reminisced how 

during the Depression there was a hobo camp set up by the tracks and that the area was once a 

swamp. He and his friends used to hunt beaver there before it was filled in.26 When he told me 

this it reminded me of my junior high days, hearing rumors about how if you walked down 

the tracks toward the Old York Road skating rink, a dead man’s body could be located. I was 

too chicken, or too smart to attempt the journey, but this type of folklore is often associated 

with train tracks. You aren’t supposed to be there: “respectable citizens” avoid them, 



above: the main hangout area on Burly Man Hill

bottom: the footpath leading underneath the bridge to the hill



criminal activity abounds because of 

its isolated nature, and there is always 

a constant battle between manmade 

structures and nature. 

Burly Man Hill, or Checkers, or 

Chezzies is located on a bluff just past 

the Washington Lane Bridge by the 

Wyncote House apartments. Its name 

changes frequently to remain code-

like and secretive to outsiders. When-

ever the name becomes overused and 

part of the vernacular, teenagers 

switch it up. Technically outside of 

Jenkintown, the spot is renowned as a 

place where local teens hang out and 

drink. Surrounded by old beech trees 

covered in ivy, the bluff overlooks the 

tracks and offers a nice vantage point 

of the surrounding area. The Tacony 

Creek runs underneath, and you can 

hear the sound of moving water as 

you sit above. When we went to have a look around, the spot had been winterized; meaning, most 

of the chairs had disappeared, the normal benches and tables were missing, and a large collection 

of cans, bottles, and miscellaneous junk lay strewn around. It wasn’t all that welcoming, but you 

could imagine that when in use, it was a fine hangout. It reminded me of something out of Tom 

Sawyer–remote, strategic, and full of adventure. At one point I stepped on some brush and 

spooked a large herd of whitetail deer on the other side of the tracks. They bounded through the 

overgrown woods and disappeared. It appears that this is not only a hangout for kids, but is iso-

lated enough that 5 to 10 deer can bed down. You can see the swath of open land in the satellite 

image below the Washington Lane Bridge.

E t y m o l o g y  o f  B u r l y  M a n  H i l l
On a sunny Saturday afternoon when I was 17 years 
old I walked up to the top of Burly Man Hill. So these 
guys, they were sitting up there and they were drink-
ing, and we just started talking about how everyone 
hangs out on top of this hill, you know? They weren’t 
from Jenkintown. They were foreigners. I told them 
how my friends called it Chezzies and we never really 
knew why it was called that and how stupid it was 
that they called it Chezzies. And they’re like, “Oh it 
doesn’t sound stupid. We call it Burly Man Hill.” And 
I asked, “Why do you call it Burly Man Hill?” And 
they just go on this story and it went like this: 

One day when they were back in high school-because 
they graduated years before-they saw this fat man 
who was naked and running around hiding behind 
bushes. And they were like, “Wow! That’s one burly 
man.” And they said he must have been dosed on like 
some serious acid because he was freaking out-like 
running around, hiding behind bushes spying on 
these guys while they’re up there doing their thing. 
And so they get a little scared. So they pick up some 
rocks and they start calling this guy burly man and, 
you know, chucking rocks at him. And the guy even-
tually went away. . . . And they sat up there and 
started drinking and then, they’re just like, “You know, 
we should call this Burly Man Hill, because he 
probably lives up there.” 

Sean Finan interviewed by Sarah Finan 



 1918 March of the Ku Klux Klan
Many local histories are woven together with bits and pieces of truth, myth, and folklore to 

form a patchwork narrative. Separating one from another can be difficult, especially when the 

history is passed down orally. This method of communicating history welcomes flexibility, 

with stories becoming trans-

formed by the teller of the tale. 

The 1918 KKK march is one such 

story. The only written source I 

have found documenting this 

event comes from the 1974 

Jenkintown Centennial 

brochure. The brochure has no 

references or citations and there-

fore is not a terribly reliable 

source of information. I can only 

imagine that some old timer told the 

anonymous author(s) of the brochure about the march and it was promptly written down. 

To verify the historicity of the march, I searched through both the Times Chronicle and the 

Public Spirit newspapers from 1918 to 1919 and found no reference, though it might not have 

made the papers for any number of reasons. But in many of the interviews conducted with 

town elders, there was certainly a recollection of the Klan having a presence in the borough. 

I was told of Klan meetings taking place, rumors that it was the KKK that burned down the 

Catholic Church in 1928 (there is no known documented evidence of this), of Catholics not 

being able to walk certain parts of WASP Jenkintown, and that the reason why we have two 

fire departments is that one was Catholic and one Protestant.* 

A view from inside the charred church in 1928

*See Jensen, Mahoney, & Green interviews for more on the KKK in Jenkintown.



Corroborating evidence from the Rutgers Oral History Archives was found with a Mary B. 

Moore–an Abington resident born in 1923–who clearly remembered Klan meetings at a local 

barn and visible rifts between Catholics and Protestants.

Why would there be a rift in the first place? It most likely had to do with xenophobia. In 

keeping with Jenkintown’s long history of resisting change, old Jenkintown probably wanted 

to keep Irish immigrants out. Maybe they didn’t want them to gain a foothold and take over 

their town. I honestly do not know and am only conjecturing. But it does seem probable that 

the march did take place. Even if it didn’t, it makes for a great story: 

“Jenkintown’s residents used water as an expression of opinion in 1918. Word came that the 

Ku Klux Klan had started a march, under heavy guard, in Willow Grove, and was heading for 

Jenkintown. When the Klan reached the Borough, the route of the march was lined with 

residents, holding the nozzles of garden hoses behind their backs. Assistants behind the line of 

fire turned the faucets when the Klan was within short range. A sodden parade of 

mud-spattered bed sheets dripped its way out of the Borough fast.”27

The residue of the Klan can still be found in the rafters above the JHS auditorium.



The song is broken into six distinct sections, or acts, based on the thematic breaks in the story. 

Each act name is numbered and given a characteristic emotion, as well as an 

explanation of what part of the story it coincides with. The song attempts to take the listener 

on a journey through the story. 



[How Will You Stand\



Jenkintown is something of a church town. Within the borough there are 6 churches, most built 

in the mid to late 19th century. In 1839 the Jenkintown Lyceum-which later became the 

Jenkintown Library-was built to function as a gathering space for local literary and debating 

societies. Meetings were held on a range of subjects and knowledgeable individuals gave 

lectures. The lyceum was also used throughout its early history as a house of worship for local 

religious groups such as Episcopalians, Baptists, and Catholics before they were strong enough 

to build their own churches.28 Hocker writes, “Traditions tell of meetings [at the lyceum] in the 

1840’s by Millerites, who were preparing for the end of the World.”29

Being interested in all things strange and unusual I followed up on this apocalyptic group. 

The Millerite movement began during the 2nd Great Awakening in Upstate New York in the 

middle of the 19th century. The founder, William Miller, saw the world through a decidedly 

rational lens. Interested in discovering the logic of the Bible, he followed an interpretive style 

founded on the consistency of meaning in Biblical words. He would isolate a particular word, 

A caricature of a Millerite preparing for the the apocalypse



open the concordance to find where the word was used in other passages, and deduce the 

word’s true meaning based on context. David L. Rowe explains,

“For instance, he chanced upon a passage in which the word “beast” seemed to symbolize 

something other than an animal. He searched for the word throughout the scriptures until he 

came upon Daniel 7:17, “These great beasts, which are four, are four kings, which shall arise 

out of the earth.” So the word “beasts” when used in the Bible meant kings or kingdoms. 

Beginning with the book of Genesis, Miller followed this arduous exegesis for two years until 

by 1818 he had decoded the entire Bible.”30

This is where it gets interesting: having developed a working system of interpretation, Miller 

believed precise calculations foretold the exact date of the apocalypse: April 23, 1844. On this 

day Christ would return to the earth, raze the wicked in a fiery cataclysm, establish a New 

Heaven and Earth for the true believers, and commence the Millennium. Many waited and 

prayed for this day-some followers were even seen dressed in Sunday’s best waiting on their 

rooftops the morning of, hoping to be closer to Christ as he descended upon the world. 

Following the Great Disappointment, many followers felt cheated and returned to their former 

belief systems. A small group of devoted followers pressed on-hence the 7th Day Adventist 

Movement-the most infamous being David Koresh and the Branch Davidians. 

“How Will You Stand in That Day” is a white spiritual performed at religious revivals and 

camp meetings. These were ecstatic gatherings where people would work to cleanse their sins 

through singing, shouting, dancing, and great feats of fervor. This particular song was a 

favorite of the old-country singers and was probably sung by Millerites in Pennsylvania.31

Reading through the lyrical content of the music it becomes clear that the apocalyptic theme is 

nature bound. Miller and others preached that thunder storms, comets, eclipses, and other 

natural phenomenon were actually signs sent by God to signal the destruction of Babylon.32 

We hope this rendition captures some of the sincerity and power of those early believers. 





F o r  B o y d  

To my knowledge Boyd Franklin Eckroat’s 1945 Alma mater is the only popular song native to 

Jenkintown. If there are others, they have long been forgotten or are underground.33 This song 

has been part of Jenkintown tradition for 62 years and is deep within the collective conscience 

of its graduates. Its melody inspires strong nostalgia, in that strands of memories, emotions, 

and senses are tied to these 16 bars of music. 

After commissioning composer Stephen Gorbos to rework the piece, it was discovered that 

Boyd had copyrighted the music. Not wanting to break the law, I had to track down his next of 

kin and request permission to use the music. This proved difficult; however it was worthwhile, 

because I learned something about Boyd. 

Born in Catawissa, Pennsylvania on August 5, 1890, Boyd was the son of Jacob and Mary A. 

Eckroat. His father was a railroad watchman and his brother Samuel, a railroad brakeman. 

Boyd was the fourth of five children.  His relatives told me about the homestead, a rural area 

with blue sky, mountains, and plenty of space. Boyd signed his WWI draft registration form on 

June 5, 1917. He was still living in Catawissa and working as a railroad clerk. He comes up 

again in the records signing his World War II draft registration, and lists his employer as 

Jenkintown School District.  Boyd worked for Jenkintown as a music teacher from the 1930s 

into the early 1950s.

Stephen Gorbos describes the piece, “. . . .as an homage to Boyd Eckroat, the man and legend 

behind Jenkintown High School’s Alma mater. Boyd Eckroat, originally from the 

Allegheny Mountains, was a veteran of 2 world wars and lived well into the 1980s. Before 

migrating south to warmer climates, Boyd was the music teacher at Jenkintown High for 30 

some years. His students remember him as being an excellent improviser on the piano. Boyd, 

who was mostly a self-taught musician, wrote the Alma mater at some point between the wars. 

The now standard version of the JHS Alma mater is based on a version published in 1945 by 



Boyd. My piece takes these bits of historical and musical information as points of departure. To 

start out, I made a new arrangement of the Alma mater. While keeping the same general char-

acter and melodic shape, I’ve made the harmony of my new arrangement a little more static 

than Boyd’s. A recording of the JHS wind ensemble playing this new arrangement has been 

layered in over heavily processed sounds recorded from the hallowed halls of ol’ Red and 

Blue. These sounds–voices, lockers, and general hallway ambiance-are stretched and bent into 

a warped canvas on which the wind ensemble sits. One other element–a prepared 

piano–has been put into the mix as well. I like to think of these bell-like sounds as the spirit of 

Boyd hovering around the halls, tickling the keys on a specter of a piano, teasing out a melody 

that is an apparition of his famous tune. The piano melody is an abstracted version of the Alma 

mater melody that randomly changes modes. Kind of like singing jingle bells, but alternating 

between a major "normal" sounding jingle bells, and a minor "sad" sounding jingle bells. The 

overall picture is abstract, by no means a recognizable copy, but all the elements of the original 

are hanging out somewhere in the mix.”

A photo from the 1951 JHS yearbook. Boyd is the older gentleman in the middle.



above: Band director Dominick Minni

bottom: Composer Stephen Gorbos
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[Stories\



Born in 1920, Thomas Green is 87 years old. He and his dog live a quiet life on Willow Street in 

the same house in which he grew up. One of the “oldies,” as he put it, he had quite a bit to say 

about how Jenkintown used to be. His recollections were lucid and at times so dated I felt as if we 

hadn’t grown up in the same country. 



 We had an outhouse. You know what an outhouse is? There was no central 

plumbing and in the back shed they had a pump [and] that’s where you got the 

water–from the well. There was only heat downstairs at that time; there was no heat 

upstairs. In the kitchen there was a coal stove. That’s where my mother did the cooking, 

on the coal stove. And in the top of the kitchen there was a big hole cut in the ceiling. 

Well the heat went from the coal stove through that hole and that’s how they got heat 

up in the bathroom later on.

 Believe it or not, we used to get a bath in the kitchen in a big tub. You got the heat 

from the coal range and we had a big tub and I’m not lying. Oh, you wouldn’t even 

know what a shower [was], unless you turned the hose on or something. You wouldn’t 

take too long to get dressed, I’ll tell you. Yeah, my mom, she got like oatmeal or some-

thing like that for us when we came down, you know. She stayed at home, yeah. They 

didn’t have any working mothers. We’d walk to school. I remember the snow, when 

they plowed it up, I’ll tell you it’d be this high [motions to the ceiling] because we used 

to climb over it to get to the other side. 

 In those days the milkman used to come down and the wagon was pulled with a 

horse. The same way your ice wagon was horse drawn. Yeah, they dropped [it] off, you 

know. And that horse, believe it or not, he knew exactly where to stop. Well I guess he’d 

been on the darn route for so long. But honestly, I’m not lying: the same way with the 

iceman. You didn’t have refrigerators then, you had a wooden icebox. And in the top 

was a place where you put a piece of ice in and that kept the rest of the box cold.

[When] the iceman came down, you’d go out and you’d say, “Give me a 15 cent piece of 

ice. Give me a piece about this long and maybe this wide.”

 In those days you had milk and it was in bottles. They used to leave it. Well, in the 

wintertime, he’d been down maybe five o’clock or four o’clock in the morning. By the 

time we came down, that milk would be frozen and the cream would be about this 



much up above the top of the bottle. My mom would say, “Don’t you dare eat all that 

cream off of there!” You know the first guy that got to it, he’d get the cream, you know. 

Wow. So what did you do around here? You know, what was there to do to pass the time?

What we would do? We would get a basket, we’d knock the bottom out, we’d nail it on 

the telephone pole, and we’d get some kind of a ball and we’d play basketball. 

The same if you were fortunate enough to get roller skates. We would play roller-skate 

hockey, especially down on Arbor Avenue because that was a concrete strip. Then when 

the skates would go bad, we would take the skates apart. We’d get a piece of two by 

four, we’d put the skates on a piece of two by four and we’d get a wooden box and nail 

that and then we had what we called a skate mobile. You had to make your own stuff. 

Your parents, they didn’t have the money and they couldn’t buy it. But honestly, in 

those days you weren’t looking for it. You know you weren’t looking for big things and 

all because you knew you weren’t going to get it, so there was no use looking.

 The first car [we had] was a 1927 Dodge and boy, we thought we were living when 

we got that. I’m not complaining, but we pretty much came up the hard way. I’ll tell 

you. That’s why anything we got, boy, we really appreciated. Now a lot of the kids 

[today] they get every damn thing they want and they are still not happy. 

 They used to have the guy with the monkey, the hurdy-gurdy. He used to come 

through and you’d give the monkey a penny and he’d take his hat off like this [motions 

like a gentleman]. Put his hat to you. . . . Well, he used to walk on the streets. You know 

he’d be cranking the hurdy-gurdy. It was a box [with] a stick like this, you know, and 

he’d have the monkey there on a string and the monkey was looking for pennies. I’ll tell 

you something else they used to have. They used to have the ragmen come through 

here. They would buy up old rags, your newspapers, any metal, or anything like that. 

You’d save maybe 4 or 5 bundles of newspapers. And maybe you’d get a nickel for the 4 

or 5 bundles.



 At one time I can remember as a kid the Ku Klux Klan come in here one night. They 

were the guys that had these white sheets on them, you know. So I guess there was a 

problem between them and the Catholics. They called them the Ku Klux Klan. Well, 

they were like a religious outfit. They were the guys that came and they burned crosses 

on people’s lawns and stuff like that. I don’t know what their idea was. They were here 

I remember one night, yes. Well, I know they came here and my father told my brother 

and my sister. He said, “Don’t you go out. You stay in the house.” You know, maybe 

they were trying to start up trouble or something. I don’t know. But we didn’t go near 

them. We stayed in the house where we were told. Boy, if we had gone out, you’d have 

a tin ear when you come back. 

 But honestly, I’ll tell you, you talking about the Protestants and the Catholics. The 

ones on this block, I think they would do anything for me. If I was down, they would be 

the first ones to come here to help me. I do little favors for them and I know if I was 

down they would do the same thing for me. And that’s how a community should be: 

helping everyone out. That’s they way the country should be.

 Believe it or not, Walnut Street used to have big maple trees all along there, the same 

way on Summit Avenue. And the starlings used to come there in the fall and roost. And 

[with] the droppings from them, you could hardly walk on the damn pavement! Then 

they used to come out with shotguns and shoot the damn starlings at night, to try to get 

rid of them. Yeah, the starlings would be dropping and the colored people would be out 

there with baskets picking the damn things up. I guess [they made] starling potpie or 

something with them. I don’t know what they did, but boy they’d be out there after 

them. Boy, they’d be knocking the starlings. . . . It was almost like it was raining at 

night. There were maybe 5 or 6 guys with shotguns, you know.

And Black people lived here?

Oh yeah, they had one street at one time. It was Division Street. It’s only a short street, 

but mostly only colored people lived on that street. They pretty much kept along one 

street. But in those days, the colored people, the older people, they knew their place. 



I don’t have anything against the colored, but they knew their place. They were very 

nice, they’d speak to you “mister this” or “mister that.” But boy, some of the other ones 

now, boy they are pistols, I’ll tell you.

 At one time the town was good. They had Wanamakers here, they had Strawbridge 

and Clothiers here, they had all the big department stores and then soon as Willow 

Grove, that mall opened, they moved all out of town. But obviously it’s starting to 

change. Well, some of the guys are getting up there in council, and some of the stuff. . . . 

Like there used to be two-way streets here. Now half the streets are one-way and I don’t 

know which is which if I don’t watch myself. 

 If things are running right, leave them alone. Don’t touch them. That’s my 

philosophy. They are making too many changes. Maybe they have to because it’s an old 

town and a lot of your stores and stuff have moved out because you have these big 

shopping centers. And everybody goes to the shopping centers. 

 The kids; they kid me. I got a black and white television and they keep saying, 

“Why don’t you get a colored television?” I say, “Look, there is nothing wrong with that 

black and white television. Why do I need a colored television? I get the same pictures 

as you do. It’s not in color, but I’m not complaining about it.” The same [way] they are 

talking about air conditioning, this and that, and electric dishwashers. [When] they say, 

“Do you have a dishwasher?” I say, “Yeah.” They say, “You do?” I say, “Yeah, you’re 

looking at him.”  





James Rose is an excitable man. When we got talking about certain subjects it was like watching 

someone changing the gears on a manual car, he would lurch and shift into further and further 

states of aggravation to the point in which his young daughter came over and told us we needed 

to tone it down-mommy was trying to get to sleep. But don’t take this the wrong way, James 

Rose is a really nice guy. Part owner of the Jenkintown Hobby Shop, senior architect at Drexel 

University, member of the planning commission, artist, father, churchgoer–this guy does it all. 

Besides his visible passion about all things Jenkintown, the thing I appreciated most about our 

interview was his perspective on how architecture creates and sustains small town character. 

 My grandfather Harry Rose was a builder. He built 6 houses in Jenkintown. He had 

huge hands and could drive a nail with one blow of the hammer–a regular John Henry. 

Builders back then did them one at a time. The reason why the suburbs are so nice and 

individual is because these houses were built one at a time. There was no Toll Brothers 

building stamp’em out houses. Harry built 2 houses on the 500 block of Leedom Street, 

including the one we’re in.

  One of the things I’m always yellin’ about is the lack of maintenance on these 

residential properties. Some people, like moi, we take the pains to try and keep our 

property looking the way it was built. And other people don’t. They hack out their 

windows, replacing them with shoddy vinyl, nail up aluminum siding, you name it. 

They are just taking away the character of the borough. 

 It all goes back to preserving the small town atmosphere–which is very difficult to 

put your finger on. One of the things about small town atmosphere–it can be the built 

environment. It is the detail, the fact that you can just walk and enjoy these old 

buildings–this has a lot to do with it. If it is going to look like a Toll Brothers 

development it doesn’t have small town atmosphere–does it? And if you keep knockin’ 

all the details off and throwing aluminum siding over it, pretty soon it will look like Toll 

Brothers and it won’t have small town atmosphere. I am a nut about that.

 Another aspect that I think is huge–you hear about all these communities that 

gentrify? 



The lower socioeconomic people, the young people who grew up in the town can’t even 

find a bloody house. People say to me, “Well, we can’t do a historic district because 

we’ll shut out the lower socioeconomic people and our kids won’t be able to get a 

house.” Well Jenkintown has diversity built in. It is called the small houses. We got little 

tiny row ends, small twins, and the only detail that you have to preserve is on the front 

façade–that is not a hardship. A little bit of paint and preserve ten brackets up there and 

a couple nice porch columns isn’t gonna break anybody. And yet, that little house is 

affordable. It is never gonna sell for more than $95,000–and if it does, people ought to 

have their head examined. The threat to diversity is the person who wants to tear down 

the small houses and build a single McMansion.

So you think that the architecture has built in class diversity?

Yes. Exactly. The built environment of Jenkintown allows that to happen. We are it. Total 

community. This thing is fantastic. This town has everything. Old York Road, from 

Philadelphia all the way out to Doylestown on 611, Jenkintown has the only intact 

group of buildings from the ‘20s. Everything else got bulldozed. This Golden Mile stuff-

brutal! Prior to the large department stores such as Lord & Taylor, Old York Road was 

lined with mansions. These were torn down down to make room for single story stores 

and some of these were raised to make room for the department stores. The only one 

left is Dunkin’ Doughnuts. Go look at it: you will see the vestigial mansion still there. 

It is a Mediterranean style building and it still has the tile roof-it is gorgeous. The 

property became the offices and garages for Asplundh Tree Services, which explains its 

survival. A developer turned the complex into a strip shopping center. All the other 

mansions fell to make this [slowly draws out word] Golden Mile, you know what 

I mean. 

 Jenkintown has constantly evolved–there is nothing of our colonial period here. 

But that is what started it. At the crossroads there was a tavern. This was replaced by 

Victorian buildings and most of the commercial Victorians are now gone. Why? [starts 

gesturing wildly] Because we are BOOMING in the ‘20s! Let’s blow these things away 

and build! It wasn’t a mistake that Jenkintown lost the so-called Victorian center of 



town–it is because it was so successful it lost its Victorian center. But what replaced it 

remained useful in the proto-shopping mall period and that is gorgeous stuff. It just 

doesn’t happen to have the charisma of the Victorian. A lot of towns cashed in on their 

Victorian charm, well we have to cash in our 1920s charm. We should celebrate our Art 

Deco.

 I look at Jenkintown as a proto-mall. You had anchor stores at either end and all the 

little shops that make up the mall were actually the little buildings. And that is basically 

an open area shopping mall with service by a trolley–up the ‘40s–it was great. The big 

buildings survived and became office buildings. This has proved to be a boon to 

Jenkintown as the office functions generate more tax revenue than the retail functions. 

The small buildings have suffered with little attention. Some of them are in sad shape.

Why do you think Jenkintown has remained a White town?

Well don’t forget–nobody leaves. There is no room to come in. Some of these families 

have been here forever. Or maybe they can’t buy in–it is a huge problem in this country. 

People aren’t willing to start small anymore. How many young couples are going way 

in over there head buying a big house out in Blue Bell, filling it with brand new 

furniture–your parents didn’t do that, they bought a tiny little house, had all used hand-

me-down furniture for the first ten years of their lives. Nobody does that 

anymore–that’s idiocy. I get really mad about that. There are beautiful little houses up 

there–move in and live within your means. Wake up, smack yourself, go to church, 

learn to live within your means, get a little more spiritually involved with yourself, and 

get rid of this materialism. There was a fellow over [points toward Hillside Avenue] 

there who has 4 teenagers and 5 cars. And he gets made about the parking because he 

has 5 cars! And I’m thinking to myself, “You live in Jenkintown! Why does every kid in 

your house have a car! That is disgraceful. Why aren’t your kids walking?” I hate 

automobiles in the first place. That is why I built a garage, so I don’t have to look at 

mine. 



I don’t understand the local house of ill repute. Everyone knows what it is. In the foyer, the door 

is plastered with “We support the police” stickers. I don’t understand how they exist, besides the 

fact that they are very low key. Why doesn’t the zoning commission shut them down?

I don’t know. They did have a raid a while back and shut’em down briefly. But in any 

case, I could hire a sailor to go in there and tip the ladies and get the services and come 

and testify. It wouldn’t be that difficult. I think they are part of a larger consortium 

anyway. There are a number of ‘spas’ that go by the address. There is one just down on 

Chestnut Street in Philadelphia as a matter of fact. A group that owns a house of ill re-

pute over in Bensalem tried to open one here–over on Hillside where Brave New 

Worlds used to be. They wanted to turn that into a spa. At a presentation to the Building 

and Zoning Committee, the Borough Solicitor said,“We did some research on your other 

establishment. And it’s a whorehouse. You want to open a whorehouse in Jenkintown.” 

He said that right out, right to them. They didn’t speak a word of English, they had an 

interpreter and they went back and forth amongst themselves for quite a while and 

came back with a 5-word response. I mean, we weren’t hearing what they talked about, 

but anyways, they couldn’t produce documents and we booted them out of town. We 

didn’t want another one in town.  

 We had 2 at that time because Spartan was still open. Spartan? It was at Johnson and 

Cherry Streets-that ugly office building on the first floor. It was in the space my doctor 

was in. Dr. Hockstein–used to go to him when I was in college. He retired, closed down 

the thing, but there it was, all divided up into nice little exam rooms. All you had to do 

was haul out the exam tables, but they might have just used the exam tables for the 

massage parlor. I called them on a lark just to make sure what was going on. They said, 

“50 bucks for a massage but our girls expect big TIPS!” And you could look through the 

front doors and they were saying goodbye to a john. She is dressed in a negligee up to 

here. 

Beside the fact that you like the aesthetic of the town, what is small town atmosphere?

I put a lot of emphasis on the aesthetic. But these old buildings allow the social aspects 

of small town atmosphere to happen. You wouldn’t have the atmosphere without the 



structures in the right locations to facilitate it. For instance, the volunteer firemen sitting 

out there on the town square with the garage doors open, chattin’ with each other-there 

is a lot of social dynamic involved with the built environment. You can’t divorce the 

two.

 As mixed up as Jenkintown is, it does work in a fashion. It still works the way it did. 

The mixture of all these things allows this mythical small town atmosphere to exist. 

Which I just don’t see in a lot of other areas. You know, the second you inject the 

automobile into every aspect of your life, it disappears. I think a whole lot of 

community disappears. I mean, our kids can walk to school. Do you know what the 

travesty of our country is? Just go out to route 113 out by Exton–they have a school and 

they DO NOT ALLOW THE CHILDREN TO WALK TO SCHOOL! It against the law to 

allow your kid to walk to that school–cause it is too dangerous. The traffic, no 

sidewalks–that is an abomination. We have the solution right here. We don’t have this 

isolation of the school. There is a small drug problem in the school but everyone knows 

about it because you can’t help but KNOW ABOUT IT! Because you KNOW 

EVERYBODY! That is how it functions. That is how it is supposed to work. That school 

is so integrated into this community–it is not this isolated thing that people just go and 

scream at the school board. Not that they don’t. But they value it. The school is the 

jewel of the town.   





Just 19 years after Lincoln signed the Emancipation Proclamation, Salem Baptist was started on 

Division Street in the home of ex-slaves Henry Porter and his wife. The congregation grew over 

time and the church is currently one of the fastest growing houses of worship in Jenkintown. 

I stopped in for an early Sunday morning service and was given the warmest welcome I’ve ever 

experienced anywhere. During their ritual of friendship, the entire congregation walked over to 

where I was standing; they shook my hand, they hugged me–they made me feel terribly 

uncomfortable, but in a good way. When I came back to ask for an interview, I was directed to 

Rosetta Schaffer. She sat me down in her office and told me all about Salem as the sounds of the 

gospel choir came up from the basement.

 I was born in LaMott, Pennsylvania, February 28th, 1924. The home I was born in is 

really historical because it was one of the first homes built in LaMott for a minority. 

William Butcher used to work for the Wideners or the Elkins, and they gave him that 

land. And that is where I was born, right on the corner of Wall and Butcher Street. 

My mother and father were from Virginia. My mother came and she worked for a 

family in a private home. My father did masonry work, bricklaying and what not. 

And he was skilled. We didn’t have a lot of money, growing up during the Depression, 

but we were raised well. My mother worked for families in Jenkintown, the Evoys and 

the Quickners. She was with the Evoys–must have been 80 years old when she stopped 

working. My husband was on the police force [in Cheltenham]. He was the only African 

American sergeant they had and worked 30 years for them. He passed away in 1985.

 This is a church where many of the civil rights persons came. We had Martin Luther 

King Jr., we’ve had the president of Morehouse, Leon Sullivan, we’ve had governors, 

we’ve had so many strong ministers. The children have had a chance to meet a lot of 

these people and it is an inspiration to them. I remember when Martin Luther King Jr. 

came. When he [Dr. King] went to the pastor’s home, Brian [her son] was with them. 

And he was throwing a football with Dr. King and whatnot. Well, he has never forgot-

ten that, you know. In fact, he spoke one time: “I can remember Dr. King passing the 

ball to me-and it was like you need take up the ball and move it. [The ball being a 



metaphor for taking on the responsibility]” You never know about children’s’ minds 

when they meet someone like that.

 First time Dr. King came here to speak, people didn’t really know him. But the next 

time he came, they were all over the place. We had Jesse Jackson and all these people 

come in here. Pastor Smith knew people–he had the connections and people came here. 

Every year we had a celebrity come here and people just came to listen.

I find it interesting that this church is thriving in this little White town. The census in 2000 says 

it is 93% White. 

People here are determined that this church is gonna stay here, we are gonna do what 

we have to do, and by faith we move right in to what ever we are gonna do. No matter 

what the barriers are, we are going to achieve our goals. 

I was reading through Ms. Wilson’s history of Salem and I was struck by some of the language 

she was using. Phrases like, “We would build our church and the powers of Jenkintown wouldn’t 

prevail against it. . . . . Develop programs and flung the program in the outer most darkness of 

Jenkintown. . . . We will show this ol’ Jenkintown nothing can stop us now.” I grew up in this 

town and I didn’t hear anything about this.

Well you didn’t know about this, right? You know that the borough hall was not always 

there it was on West Avenue. I can remember when we marched on the borough. We 

had a meeting and we marched to borough hall because they were not gonna give us 

our permit–I think it was for the apartments. After that meeting, they had a meetin’ 

down at the Jenkintown High School. [slaps hand] Just like that we got what we 

wanted. They are better now but we have had a lot of problems. I mean, the borough 

has really been rough on us. They can do things quietly–a quiet prejudice. And some of 

the people in Jenkintown, some of the board members, were upset because they didn’t 

realize how bad it was. But now things are just moving along. They can’t stop it at this 

point. But one of these days, they are talking about Salem Square. You can never tell. 

I was talking to Ryan Campfield and he was saying, “Division Street–literally the name itself 

conjures up a racial and economic division.” And I was reading in Ms. Wilson’s history of Salem 

Baptist about how that was where the African Americans lived.”



Most of’em lived there on Division Street, yes. But if you notice now, it has changed. 

It is more mixed now. It’s funny; even growing up I never realized about prejudice so 

much. Going to school we were mixed; in LaMott it was small. We lived in a certain area 

and Latham Park was across the street and millionaires lived there. And of course a lot 

of people in LaMott worked for those people. But then they learned to get their own. 

And that is how they got their own homes. 

 Some schools in the Philadelphia area were not mixed but where I grew up they had 

to teach me the same thing they taught the other students in the school. So I had a good 

education. So I felt comfortable. When I graduated high school and went on the class 

trip–they were going to Washington, D.C. I think there were 17 minorities in our class in 

high school, but when we got ready to go on the class trip it meant we had to stay in a 

separate hotel. So I didn’t go. 

 That was when it really started striking me that there were problems. When I tried to 

get a job after I graduated from high school; that is when I realized because I was Afri-

can American, I couldn’t get those jobs. It was like during the war, they needed people. 

This is where the minorities took advantage and they worked in shipyards, in the gov-

ernment jobs, and they went to school. They got those jobs and they stayed there and 

that was how they moved up. So you can see it made a difference.

I was reading about the Jenkintown Day Nursery.

I went to the Jenkintown nursery. My mother used to bring us when she was going to 

work. There this Mrs. Culver who felt bad, got ladies in Jenkintown to start that. When 

they had their 50th anniversary, I looked in the picture and here was my picture with the 

group. It is still going. It has helped a lot of families.

There seems to be a positive situation between Salem and the Jenkintown community. 

I mean, the nursery was on a sliding scale in terms of the payment.

Yes. It is wonderful. You know, there are some nice people here in Jenkintown. 

You can’t say everybody is prejudiced.  



Going door-to-door to raise funds and seek out stories for the project, many people asked if I had 

spoken with Ted Jensen. Fire Chief, Borough Council President, Mayor: these are some of the 

many roles Ted Jensen has had during his involvement in community life. And at 82 years old 

he still keeps busy, volunteering at the fire department and selling fire apparatus equipment 

regionally. When I asked if he was proud to be from Jenkintown, he pointed to the oak tree he 

planted as a young boy; standing tall above the house, the 70 some year old oak is a sight to 

behold-just like Ted Jensen’s Jenkintown.



 Pioneer Fire Company established themselves and became incorporated in 1884 and 

5 years later Independent Fire Company, being independent, organized and 

incorporated in 1889. You know, there are all kinds of stories. One is that one was all 

democrats and one was all republicans, one was all Catholic, one as all Protestant–

nobody knows and nobody remembers. And I did a lot of studying and I could find no 

documentation at all as to why. I think it was just a group of guys that didn’t get along 

and some broke away and formed another company. 

 We operate as a department now. We work together now. They [Pioneer] basically 

operate as an engine company, and we operate as a truck company. An engine company 

runs pumpers–so they hook up the hydrants and transfer water to a booster truck in 

front of the fire, which distributes it. And the truck company makes forcible entry, 

ventilation, rescue, ladders the building. There are distinct jobs for each company. 

 I joined the fire company here when I was 16. The war had just about started in 1941 

and the clouds were gathering, but I joined the fire company here and I’ve been a 

member ever since. I’m an active member-I make about 50% of the runs. But you can’t 

do anything anymore because of liability–you know. But I make’em and do the 

paperwork. I’m president of the board of trustees. 

What role do you think the fire company has in shaping the community?

Today? None. I’ll bet you that 2 out of 3 people in this town don’t even know it is a 

volunteer fire company. The town has changed–going back 30-40 years it has changed. 

I can remember my wife, “Be back shortly, going to the post office.” Out she would go 

to walk up town, hell she would come back 2-3 hours later. 9 out of 10 people in town 

she knew, and being my wife, she talked, talked, talked. Now, if you see 1 out of 10 

people you know, you’re lucky. Awful lot of strangers. Much more transit population 

then we used to have. We were much more established and set in those days. People 

had an interest in their community. That is when the fire whistle would blow and the 

butcher, the baker, and the candlestick maker all went out to fight a fire [laughter]. Now 

the fire whistle blows and people bitch about it because it disturbs them. People that are 

not involved don’t understand-that is not just to call firemen, it is to alert the 



community that there are firemen responding to the firehouse, and apparatus respond-

ing from the firehouse. To allow anybody walking the street to know–but people don’t 

care. It takes a lot of the community spirit out of it. There is not a strong sense of 

community. A lot of people don’t even know their next-door neighbor. But it is still a 

great town. I like all the things that I remember about it even though they aren’t here 

today. 

 I remember Jenkintown like most children do–very idealistically. This block at one 

time probably had 30-35 kids on it when I was growing up. I can remember the names 

of everyone on this block going back seventy years: the Workers, the Beckers, the Beck-

mans, and the Palmers, and the Getchells, and the Jensens, and Bordas, and the 

Grandes, the Hays, and the Dornbachs. I was old enough during the Depression to 

understand there were problems, but I was very fortunate because my dad worked all 

through it for John Wanamaker–never lost his job. It was not hard to tell that there were 

bad problems. My mother, in retrospect, would frequently say to me, “Bring these two 

fellows home with you. Louie and Ernie, bring’em after school.” When they came home 

we would play and then we would go in and listen to Buck Rodgers on the radio and 

my mother would be stuffing them with sandwiches and pouring milk down their 

throats. And they would leave with apples and oranges in their pockets. Oh sure, 

during the Depression there were a lot of hungry people. I remember the hobos who 

would knock on the door and would do anything you wanted for a sandwich. 

They’d come and say, “Can I rake your lawn?” And all they’d want was a sandwich, 

you know?

 It was great going to Jenkintown High School, just like a big family. Much different 

of course than today. The girls couldn’t wear slacks, they had to wear skirts. But they 

could wear slacks on days when the heater broke and the school got cold. There were 44 

graduating in the class of ‘43. Color Day was started in ‘37 or ‘38 by a coach by the name 

of Bill Dougherty. He came here and started color day and it was an offshoot of some of 

the inter-academic schools. They have had Color Day for years and years and Bill 

started it here. That is a long tradition. But we didn’t have the homecoming bonfire, 



I don’t remember when it was started. But I do remember when Wilmot Fleming got his 

start in politics on our school board and went on to state senator. Of course he is the one 

that led the battle [against consolidation] because the community wanted to maintain its 

identity with less then 2,500 mandated students. And he won the battle. 

But no one knows about him. I don’t think there are any plaques at the school or anything.

Oh no, no. I was there the night he died. Matter of fact I beat the police there. I thought 

it was Polly-Polly had not been well. I heard the dispatch and ran over and Polly is 

waiting at the door and says, “Ted, it’s Wilmot, it’s Wilmot! He’s upstairs in the bath-

room.” I went up and he was gone. 

Do you remember the KKK in Jenkintown?

The Ku Klux Klan was a pretty good size in those days. And there was quite a strong 

chapter of the 3 Ks in this area-oh yeah. A gentleman lived up the street and would have 

meetings there occasionally. And I can remember as a kid in the early to mid ‘30s-which 

was only 7 or 8 years after that fire [at the Immaculate Conception]. I can remember 

meetings up there with guys dressed in sheets. But we had a pastor at the Baptist 

Church at the time-the Baptist Church, which used to be where the tennis courts are 

now-his name was George Young. George Young and Monsignor McNally were very 

close friends. And when all this was going on, one of them would want to go some-

where and he’d call the other. Wherever one went the other went–they went together. 

They wanted the town to see that the Protestants and the Catholics could get along and 

were friends. 

 I heard the KKK burned the church down but no one was ever able to prove it. It 

was such a serious fire and frankly, there was so little apparatus around in those days 

they had Philadelphia up on that one. Philadelphia was drafting water, so I’m told, out 

of the storm sewer at the corner of Greenwood and Cedar. They were helping to put it 

out but there was so little water in the mains to put a massive fire like that out. They 

didn’t have the volume of water, so what they were doing-the water was flowing out of 

the Church and down Cedar Street and it would go into that culvert. And Philadelphia 



put their pumper there and suctioned the water that had been on the fire and put it back 

on the fire. [laughs]

Speaking of prejudice, I find it ironic that the name Division Street literally implies, racial or 

economic division from the rest of the community.

Most of the black communities in these municipal subdivisions–Crestmont in Abington, 

parts of McKinley in Abington, Division Street in Jenkintown, LaMott in 

Cheltenham–were established by Southern Blacks that came up to work in the big 

mansions. They came up to work on the estates. I don’t know where the name 

[Division Street] ever came from. But that is the past now. There are 3 or 4 white families 

who live there. And there are 15-20 families from there who now live throughout the 

community. So it is finally breaking.

I was reading through the church history and there seems to be a lot of antagonistic language 

towards Jenkintown. The author’s opinion was that the borough specifically has been prejudiced 

towards the Salem Baptist church in terms of zoning and building things, withholding permits 

for a long time.

Well, she is not real accurate on that. Robert Johnson Smith, did she mention Bob? He’s 

gone now and his son took over and God bless him, 42 years old also he died. But Bob 

and I were very close friends. He called me one day and said, “Ted, I want to build an 

apartment.” I said, “O.K. what are you calling me for Bob?” Well he said, “I’d like to sit 

down with you and have lunch and run some things by you.” So we had lunch and 

SALBA–Salem Baptist-apartments was the idea. So I said, “Bob, I am not every day 

conversive with the building codes and what have you, but let me ask you a couple 

questions–number of units, square footage, and so on. Let me look into it.” He was 

looking for guidance. I looked into it on my own, got back to him. From a zoning 

standpoint he was alright except he was 2 units too many. So he said, “I think we can 

live with that.” Then he says, “We are going to get federal guarantees for these loans.” 

Federal guarantees require that we have all of the municipal codes updated and current. 

At the time we still had some hand made plumbing and electrical codes that went back 

40 years in Jenkintown. 



So the town had to have these federal codes enacted and enforced? Just SALBA, or the entire 

town?

We couldn’t do it piecemeal and just cover his property. I said I would look into it. He 

told me about his timetable and I dug into it. We updated a housing code, a building 

code, a fire code, an electrical code, a plumbing code–took 3 months. All to satisfy Bob. 

So she wasn’t quite accurate. 

So you are saying the town really went out of its way to accommodate Salem Baptist building 

these apartments? 

Always have. She might have in mind the adjacent property they are working on now. 

There were those of us that felt strongly that it should be purchased by the borough and 

put the whole fire department in there. Which would have been the ideal thing going 

on–this was all in the last 10-15 years. Council caved in on that because they didn’t want 

to stir up a racial bees nest. But I was all for fighting it. I said, “It isn’t a matter of Black 

and White, it’s what is best for the borough.” But anyway, Bob is gone and his son is 

gone. I still know a couple of the old timers up there.

Why don’t more minorities live in Jenkintown?

The problem is there is no housing stock. This is also the problem the fire department is 

having. Where are the young people going to move?–it is too expensive. 2 doors up 

went for $350,000–a twin house just like this. The house across the street, guy bought it 

a few years ago for $490,000 and threw a hundred and a half in it. [whistles]. And you 

are not gonna get people out of a house like that [meaning the large wealthy ones] to 

chase fires. It’s not gonna happen. [laughs]. Plus most of the young people in the 1950’s 

and the 1960’s–there were still a lot of one wage earner families. Today, almost all 

families, both are working. In those days, if a guy was in fire school, mom was at home 

looking after the kids. Now, the guy wants to go to fire school, he has to hire a 

babysitter because mom is out working. That is not gonna happen. There is less free 

time to volunteer because everyone is working. 

 You get people move into town. They move here because they like the town, it gives 

them features that they are hunting for, whatever. Then they get here, in a couple years 



they run for political office and the first they want to do is change everything! That they 

moved here, for. They have just made some one-way streets here and it has caused a lot 

of disruption with people. They don’t seem to understand this town was built for 

horses and buggies. It wasn’t built for modern day automobiles and traffic, what has 

evolved over the years with one ways and parking has evolved to be the least 

disruptive to the most people. It is not perfect. Now they come and they start changing. 

It is bound to change to be like the people who move into it and govern it. You have got 

to progress but in an orderly fashion.  

 I don’t think she [Jenkintown] will ever die. I think it is too convenient living here–if 

you get people to pay $250,000 for a twin house, that is a long way from dyin’. The 

character will change, it has already changed from the small town, neighbor knows 

neighbor–you can see it. I don’t see people coming out of their houses, except to come 

out in their car.  



Daniel Chittick has been teaching social studies at Jenkintown High School for 33 years. 

He is one of those teachers you remember after you leave. When he teaches a lesson on African 

geography, he doesn’t just point to a map: he tells you stories about riding a motorcycle through 

the savannah and dodging warthog holes. He makes class come alive and the students relate to it. 

You go into his room after school and there are always students hanging out and talking. 

Because of his long tenure at Jenkintown High School, he has a unique perspective on its culture 

and history.



 I went to high school in the adjoining community of Abington, which was a mega 

school–much bigger then Jenkintown. I was hardly aware of the fact that Jenkintown 

existed. When I first came to Jenkintown in the fall of 1974, I didn’t really know the 

community that well. I was just a young kid then, in some cases teaching students who 

were less then three years my junior. I enjoyed it. 

 It has a bit of a bunker mentality–which probably came out of the battle against 

consolidation in the sixties. This community fought very, very hard to retain its separate 

identity and I presume that is when–well, it probably predates that–they got this sense 

of being a separate entity. And that mentality permeates the school pretty much too. The 

kids know they are in a unique setting. You move into Jenkintown to be part of the 

school. There are no busses, there are no constraints on time; kids can stay with you 

until five o’clock every day, and they can be there at quarter to seven in the morning. 

So there is no closure to the day that you have elsewhere. Being a walking school is a 

very unique quality. Of course, no other kids are experiencing that anywhere. 

 The advantages of teaching in Jenkintown are many. It sounds like a cliché, but I 

really know the students. Whether they like it or not, I really know them. In some ways 

I almost have a parental-type relationship with some of them, because you get that close 

to them. It just happens. You have to be such a generalist because you have to teach so 

many different topics. That can be really difficult. Another thing unique about the 

school is the phenomenal participation. The students are very, very involved and that 

still continues to this day. 

 The kids get a strange perception because they are in such a small pond. You may 

excel in that very small pond, but it really doesn’t mean a lot outside of there. We are 

cognizant of that as teachers ‘cause we see kids enjoying their position of prestige. But 

we’re always alerting them to the fact that it is a much bigger world out there. But, on 

the other hand, if you go out for the football team, you are going play, and you are 

probably going to start. Whereas my kids, at a larger school, have gotten cut from teams 

and go through that much earlier in life. At Jenkintown you never go through that. 



You get this sense that you can succeed in just about anything, but the opposite side of 

that is–it really is not reality.

 The school is amazingly similar to the way it was in 1974 when I came. Jenkintown 

has not had any huge ethnic shifts; it is remarkably similar ethnically and racially to 

when I first came there. That is a dynamic that elsewhere is in a huge state of change, 

but Jenkintown is basically the same mixture of kids. You could just take the faces and 

put them in a graduation picture in ‘75, and you wouldn’t be doing anything unique. 

You’ve got a couple of African American kids here and there–it is not like the African 

American population has grown. Which it has in many other communities as African 

Americans have ascended and there has been more integration. Jenkintown has a dearth 

of African Americans compared with the surrounding communities. Why? I don’t 

know. We have not had a huge influx of Chinese or Korean students. I have a Muslim 

student right now, but it just happens on occasion. It’s basically the same combination 

of a lot of Catholic kids, some Protestant kids, and a few Jewish kids–amazingly stable. 

 And the traditions of the school have stayed very stable as a result. Most institutions 

are trying to develop traditions but here we are loaded with traditions. As we have 

administrative change, they want to change things–you don’t touch a Jenkintown 

tradition. [mocking a serious tone] Color Day starts with a run for the oranges. Don’t 

you dare put grapefruits or apples out there: it is a run for oranges. If you want to 

change something like that it arouses the automatic ire of the students and the 

community. The students have their traditions and they are slow to let them go. 

It doesn’t take long to establish a tradition either: you do something two or three years 

in a row, it is a tradition. Don’t mess with it. 

 Since I have been here the bonfire has been going on. In fact, we’ve had new 

administrators come and say this is a nightmare. You’ve got 150 kids running around in 

the dark around a massive fire, running across busy streets. I haven’t been to it in a few 

years, but there was a tradition where all the little kids would go and play king of the 

hill by the steep hill. We’ve had arms broken and everything else and sometimes 



administrators have come from other settings where they are used to safety and they 

just want to end it. No one else would let this go on. There is a whole thing with the fire 

department coming, so a lot of our graduates play their role. It is a ritual out there. I use 

it in class when we are studying anthropology. I talk about it all the time.

 Related to this, in anthropology when we talk about clans and totemism and 

societies developing a sense of identity: I always discuss Jenkintown with the students 

at that time. Because they have developed all these totemic rituals that psychologists 

and sociologists tell us are good things to have a sense of identity. And Jenkintown is 

just loaded with them. Like no other place you will ever see. You might find it in a small 

town that has a clear perimeter–maybe it is cornfields for the next 10 miles in every 

direction. But how you’ve developed it in an area where neighborhoods just run right 

into one another and there is no moat, there is no forest, there is nothing that defines it–

it is so unusual. It is a particular place. How does it define itself in the middle of 

neighborhoods running into neighborhoods is still a mystery to me. 

 But the kids have that mentality. There is a very unique thing that happens right 

around 10th or 11th grade: the kids all embrace one another. And by the senior year, the 

senior class becomes really cohesive. Types of kids that have been like oil and water are 

suddenly in the last months of school hugging and kissing. And they are all upholding 

the outcasts in the class. The senior class almost becomes a cult. If one of the kids that 

was always an outcast in the class–if a teacher takes an action against him, the whole 

class will rise up to defend him all of a sudden. The kid that you didn’t think they had 

any interest in at all. 

It’s because they are the top–top of the social chain. You don’t have any more social navigation to 

do. There is no more proving yourself, you can rest on your laurels. That is funny how the out-

cast becomes embraced at the end. It is like a bad movie ending [laughter].

Well, it is a good movie too. It’s kind of nice to see those kids, finally after their toil of 

trying to survive in this very small setting, suddenly feeling good about themselves and 

being invited to all the parties and defended. It is one of the best aspects of Jenkintown.  



 

Craig Richie is a lifer. He has been through the Jenkintown system and has seen change come and 

go. But certain changes are harder to stomach then others; case and point, Color Day. Sarah 

Finan interviewed Craig about his experiences and perspectives on the school.



 My name is Craig Richie. I’m in tenth grade. I’m 16 and I’ve lived in Jenkintown 

since kindergarten. That’s the basic stuff. How’s school? Well, you know it’s kind of 

boring. It’s one of those schools where you know if anybody else went in, they’d think 

we were all crazy. Because-we’re all crazy. Well, I mean, Jenkintown is like its own little 

country. Like, outsiders come in and they hear about what goes on at Jenkintown and 

how we take nothing seriously–like the bomb threat [earlier this year]. Which was 

funny too, because we went to church and ordered pizza [after the school was 

evacuated]. And you know, we have our code viper–

Explain this.

If there is a man in the school and we don’t know who he is, they ring the bell 3 times 

and then over the loudspeaker the principal calls a code viper–and that means every-

body run to the rooms with a yellow sailboat in front of it. That’s a safe zone that I guess 

the guy can’t get in to. Even though every door in the school is glass plated and doesn’t 

always lock. So yeah, we’re kind of like a school on acid in the sense that we’re so small, 

that like we don’t really have an idea of what the real world is. So people that do [have 

an idea] would come here and be confused. Jenkintown’s crazy, like were all crazy. 

But we like it. That’s Jenkintown Pride right there.

So, do you go outside of Jenkintown ever? What is it like out there in the real world? Do you 

have a lot of friends from outside Jenkintown?

I do have a fair amount of friends from outside because since it’s so small; if you don’t 

see people outside, you basically suck. Because I mean people in Jenkintown, no 

offense, but like a lot of people get pretty old pretty fast, and because it’s not the real 

world people are stupid. So you know if you don’t have friends outside of Jenkintown 

you’re going to have a problem. So I try to keep in touch with people that don’t go to 

Jenkintown so I don’t go crazy. 

What about school?

Yeah well, our administration is going really fast downhill and has no idea what they 

are doing. 



You mean they’re not sticking by tradition and that’s what Jenkintown is, tradition?

Yes. Because generations go to Jenkintown so there’s obviously huge traditions that you 

can’t just mess up. You see last year we were supposed to have Color Day on a Friday 

and it was going to be a half-day. Anyway, because it was the day of prom, most people 

were leaving the school. But like Color Day got cancelled because it got rained out. And 

it’s supposed to be that they tell you an hour before school. But they didn’t tell anybody 

it was cancelled until 5 minutes before school’s starting. And so a bunch of people came 

dressed in their colors. . . . So what they did was they made school a half-day. But then 

they put Color Day [on a] Wednesday and made us have school afterward.

Oh man, after Color Day we went back and learned!

So after Color Day we go to lunch and like there’s kind of a food fight planned. But it’s 

like nobody really knows about it. So it was like halfway through lunch and everybody 

was really tense and it was like really, really quiet and the principal is like walking back 

and forth in the cafeteria–like patrolling. And you literally could feel the tension in the 

air–I don’t know if you know that feeling? Ok. So we were all sitting there and like 

nobody knew who was going to be the first person to do it. So like everybody was like 

on edge. And then suddenly, one person throws something in the air! [Someone] threw 

his macaroni salad in the air! And like after that, like right afterwards, somebody threw 

their tray up.  And like right after that, literally everybody in the cafeteria at the same 

time stands up and starts throwing everything they’ve got. Like people are flipping 

tables out of nowhere. The principal is screaming and hiding and one teacher is 

standing in the corner getting hit. 

 And this other teacher, who is like this big strong tough guy, ran out of the room so 

he didn’t have to be a part of it. Then once it’s over he comes back in. Like this is a 

period of 30 seconds. Nobody is talking. Everybody is just throwing so intensely. 

There’s hot soup and like all kinds of food. It was Weiner Wednesday so there were 

rubber hot dogs all over the place. It’s like 30 seconds and then afterwards everybody 

has this huge adrenalin rush and we’re all just walking out of the cafeteria. And like all 

the administration is panicking. One teacher is telling everybody to go back into the 



cafeteria but the principal is telling everyone to go back to the school–and another 

teacher is crying in the corner. And we’re all like on this huge adrenalin rush covered in 

all this gross food. 

 Yeah, were all like dressed in red and blue, like crazy colors. So we go back to the 

school and nobody really learns that day. Obviously, they make this huge deal about it–

how we disrespected the whole school. And for the next, like two weeks, the whole 

cafeteria’s sticky and disgusting to sit in. Like you touch the table and your hand sticks; 

it was disgusting. Yeah, like there’s still stuff on the wall to this day.  



Chief DeValentino is a lifer. He grew up here, went to school here, joined the air force, and soon 

after became part of the police force. He loves small town living–knowing everybody, people 

watching out for you-and he sees the police as an extension of this mentality.



 People call the police for anything and everything. People call us for shutting off 

their water heater, if a piper breaks in the basement. A lot of people call us when they 

hear noises at nighttime. You know, if there is a windy night or something. One lady 

called us one night–it was like 3:30 in the morning and she heard all this noise in her 

house. So she dialed 911 saying there was someone in her house. You know what it 

was? It was the hangers in her closet banging around. But that is not unusual.

 Jenkintown is unique in that we enjoy a low crime rate, but we still have what 

everybody else experiences, just not a whole lot of it. One of the reasons for a low crime 

rate is the high visibility of the police department. If you are coming into town and you 

are planning on hitting the bank or doing a burglary, chances are, you are gonna see 

that police car a little too much to suit yah. So you are going to move on to someplace 

else. Visibility is everything. When you are that highly visible you really don’t know 

what you’re preventing, but you know you are preventing something. If you can go 10 

minutes without seeing a police car in this town, then I want to know about it. 

 We have our share of burglaries; we have our share of major crime, short of 

homicides. The last homicide here was in the early nineties at Beaver Hill. We have had 

quite a few homicides in Jenkintown. I might add: every homicide has been solved by 

Jenkintown police. Every bank in this town has been robbed at least once. . . . all solved. 

There is no outstanding major crime in the borough. We have a good record and we are 

proud of it. I have 10 full-time [policeman] and 5 part-time. The number has actually 

gone down. When I was growing up here there were always 12 to 15 full-time 

policemen, but with the economy and the tax base and what not, the police department 

did downsize a bit. 

 The patrol routes are laid out: the town is divided into east and west sides with York 

Road in the middle. The tours are 12 hours. We work 7AM to 7PM–two days on, two 

days off, and every other weekend off. That is what most departments do now–it was 

designed for health reasons. When I first started, we worked 8-hour tours. 8 in the 

morning to 4 in the afternoon, then a squad would come in from 4 in the afternoon to 12 

at night, and so on. And you would rotate-which was hard. It was hard on the officer 



and it was certainly hard on your home life. I remember, god, when I was on night work 

I wouldn’t see any of my family at all. Because when I would be going to bed, they 

would be getting up and vice versa. So that is why we went to the 12-hour tours. 

It is better all the way around. 

 It is the same in Jenkintown as in anywhere else. Young people, vandalism, kids 

seeing what they can get away with. I did it when I was a kid. We all did our underage 

drinkin’. We used to go behind the bleachers at the high school in the football field. 

That was our spot. The train station, the football field, there are alleyways by 

Hillside–these are all spots where kids hang out and drink. But it was handled 

differently then. It was tolerated more back then; you got your hand slapped by the 

teachers or the cops. Today, zero tolerance. What ever happens in the school district we 

are notified about. And even though the school district says, “We might not want to 

press charges on this,”-we will. 

 You know, Jenkintown school district is not isolated from the rest of the world. 

The drug problem is worldwide. It is not just an Abington or Cheltenham problem. 

Drugs are everywhere, including that school district. It is there. We have our sources 

that will help us in getting the edge on something that might be happening and we are 

on top of it. This is why we work hand in hand with the school district. We have very 

good communication going. I remember the days when people would say, “Oh my god, 

that couldn’t possibly happen in Jenkintown.” Yeah it is, you just might not know about 

it.  



The twenty-something storyteller of this narrative didn’t want their identity exposed because of 

the graphic, unflinching content related. I have respected their wishes and left their names and 

any pertinent information out of the story. I can tell you that they grew up in the community 

and went to Jenkintown K-12.



 So we got to go to a Jenkintown Hero party, which I think every town must have: 

those heroes who linger on through high school, past college, whether they go to college 

or not; they become the locals. They are the new local scene. You’re a hero because your 

reputation precedes you. People know things about you that aren’t necessarily true, but 

the rumor mill gets going. Your persona becomes bigger than life because bored kids in 

high school really hype you up. I suppose that’s a good explanation of a Jenkintown 

Hero. Like you’re just seen around and a lot and people have a lot to say about you-

regardless of whether it’s true or not. 

 To be a Jenkintown Hero you just have to have a big reputation. Everyone has to 

know about you. But you know Dude Man? Dude Man is a Jenkintown Hero. Dude 

Man did something that no one else has ever done: he became a Jenkintown Hero when 

he was only nine years old. Dude Man was just a little man with a big personality 

who’d bike around and pretend that he was about forty-five years old. He always had a 

walkie-talkie on him and pretended he was communicating with the fire department, 

talking to them about what sort of business needed to get done. And he’d talk in his all 

business voice like, “Hey what’s happening? I was just up that way, looks pretty 

standard. I feel good about it. What are you guys doing? Yeah, I got places to be, I can’t 

really be talking right now. I’ll see you later.” But Dude Man was ten years old. 

He was a complete joke but he was awesome; everyone got so excited when they saw 

Dude Man. It was like “Dude Man! Yeah!” Dude Man. . . . [Sigh]  

 [After leaving the Jenkintown hero party] So we continue walking up West until we 

hit a four-way intersection with Old York Road. We hung a right turn, walked out 

approximately two blocks to the brightest neon sign on all of OId York. We knew our 

destiny was calling us, we rang the doorbell, the door was opened by a sleazy woman 

wearing a shirt with slits in it, so that when she would lean over her breasts would fall 

out kind-of-thing. So she tells us to come in. And we go inside. She speaks broken 

English and asks if we have 50 dollars. One could assume that it might be a massage 

parlor, but we all know it’s a good place to go for a happy ending. I think Luke says that 

he has $50 and he gets taken up stairs and then it’s quickly made apparent that he 



doesn’t have $50. So were all booted out of the massage parlor/booty hall. Everyone 

knows that it’s a whorehouse disguised as a massage parlor but no one goes in there 

[kids in the school]. This place doesn’t have an actual sign, it just has a nondescript 

window display and a harmless name. It almost looks like a tropical fish store. It didn’t 

really look like it was a massage parlor. It just looked like something was going on in 

there, but you weren’t supposed to know what it was. So people talk about it all the 

time. It was kind of like a joke. But we actually went in there and we got rejected. 

What would you say your relationship was with the Jenkintown Police?

It was one of fear and mockery. Fear because they were a kind of bored and oppressive 

unit. There’s not a lot to do in Jenkintown, so it felt like they were focused on things that 

any other police department would over look: like kids hanging out and drinking at a 

house party, something that isn’t a big deal. They seemed to have these strange 

connections: they knew where these house parties were going to be before they 

happened. They over stepped their bounds a lot of times-attitude and protocol, you 

know. I had some friends who were driving around who may not of had the cleanest 

reputations, but weren’t doing anything [visibly] illegal at the time, just driving up a 

one way street, in the right direction. Then the cop came up behind them and pulled 

them over for driving on the wrong side of a one-way street, which is impossible. You 

can only go in the middle of the street on a one-way street. You can be to the left, you 

can be to the right, you can be in the middle; anyway you cut it you’re doing the right 

thing as long as you’re not going the wrong way. So he pulls them over for being on the 

wrong side of a one-way street and finds, like maybe two ounces of pot on my friend. 

So, things like that-just very suspect ways of achieving [an end]. So fear them because of 

that, and mockery because a lot of things they do are kind of a joke: such as pulling 

someone over on a one way street, and then they [the police] get citations from their 

higher officers because there are complaints filed and law cases that can’t be pursued 

because of illegal police procedures. 

 I didn’t have a lot of run-ins with Jenkintown police-maybe luck was on my side. 

Whenever a house party would be busted I always seemed to have just left the party, or 



like was outside smoking a cigarette and was able to run out the back and not end up 

with a citation or some sort of fine. 

Would you say that without the police, life might not have been as exciting? 

Sure, the police always added an element of fear that kept you going. Yeah, like walking 

around the woods at night time wouldn’t be fun if you knew that the only thing out 

there was frogs or you know, the fact that you don’t know what all those sounds are 

keeps you on your toes and keeps you excited. Just like going to a party with the chance 

of the police showing up, keeps you like, “Whoa this is crazy, I’m a bad ass.”

 Jenkintown nightlife was about getting crunk and drinking Natty Ice. Drinking 

Natty Ice, playing asshole, and hanging around with a bunch of dudes. I think the 

typical Jenkintown night is just getting drunk. I think my friends were maybe a little 

heavier. We ate a lot of ecstasy and tripped a lot, that sort of thing. But that’s not the 

norm. That’s kind of like a small sub-culture, like a druggy sub-culture. Mainstream 

[culture] is like rocking out to some Led Zeppelin, some like classic rocks: some Doors, 

really Led Zeppelin, maybe some Jimi, getting drunk and that’s it. Nothing big is 

happening. 

 I think a lot of us were “lifers” as they say; we’ve been going to school since we were 

in kindergarten. And like we all knew each other really well, we all got along because of 

that. And we may have been into very different things but we could all still hang out 

with each other and have a good time. But I think other years there was much more of a 

clash. We were a pretty gentle group.

 Jenkintown’s homogeneity makes it very easy to pick out those outcasts and create 

stories about them that aren’t based on anything. Maybe they are based on something, 

maybe they’re not. But it becomes fodder for bored parents to talk about, or bored 

students I suppose. It is just like in a small town, where there’s not a lot going on, 

instead of finding creative means to express yourself; you fill your time by talking about 

those that are ‘outside’ of yourself [your social group]. The ‘other’ I guess. So anyone 

who went against the grain, to a degree, was kind of ostracized. But I don’t know, 



I don’t think that’s one hundred percent true. That’s the extreme take on it. It’s also a 

small enough community that even if you are going against the grain and getting 

ostracized, people still know who you are and know what you’re up to and know you 

well enough to see you beyond the stereotypical mold.

 I can’t even remember if this story is true or not. Luke and I one time went into the 

attic above the auditorium in the school. And we were walking around-and it’s a real 

sketchy area: there’s a lot of catwalks, dust, spider webs, and low lighting-just objects 

that have been left up there and forgotten about. And we were walking around-you’re 

not supposed to be up there-and we saw an old man sitting in the chair. We were 

convinced that we saw an old man sitting in the chair. And we ran out of there scared 

out of our brains. And we don’t know if we actually saw the old man up there, but we 

started this thing about Old Man Withers. And we used to write ‘Withers’ on our 

knuckles and go “Old Man Withers!” We thought it was this man who lived above the 

auditorium. Just like haunting the place, it was really strange. And we both kind of left 

[feeling as though], “Did we actually see someone up there? Or did we just freak our-

selves out for the fun of it?” But you would hear things in the school: like things in the 

ceiling [and say], “It’s Old Man Withers. What’s he looking for? What’s he need?” 

But it very ambiguous, that was kind of strange. I forgot about that. . . . 

 Yeah, there was this thing in Jenkintown where you’d have to say ‘hi’ to everyone in 

the hallway. Yeah, you had to have a reaction for every individual. And every action 

had to be well thought out, premeditated, and based on your relation to that person. If 

you wanted to hang out with them, if you were just clearly on hello terms, like maybe 

you talked in class, but you didn’t talk elsewhere. So you had varying tiers of social 

navigation in the hallway. All the way from, “Yo what’s up?”, to some actual physical 

contact like slapping them on the back or a high five, to the nod. If you had to go 

through a hall and see 40 people you had to address them all. That was rough. Or you 

had to do a lot of like staring at a locker, or looking out the window, or looking at your 

feet. It was just like a huge family. Like a huge family that didn’t talk with each other 

but knew everything that was going on.   



Big Al Rodzinski was a professional cyclist; he’s ridden across the country and back on a tandem 

bicycle. He’s also worked as a lumberjack in Switzerland for 10 years chopping down storm 

wood, and crafts strangely beautiful sculptures in metal, cement, and wood. If you have the 

chance, ask for a tour of his backyard sculpture garden. In the wintertime he usually dresses in 

full cycling regalia and can be seen throughout the day, riding his bike around Jenkintown.



 I ask myself this question all the time–how do I relate to this town? I am a student of 

megalithic architecture and some of the esoteric ideas of science and investigation. I 

think I have a pretty good perspective on Jenkintown because I need to. I see it for just 

what it is. I see the landscape itself. Imagine it devoid of buildings, before we ever got 

here. And when I ride my bike over it, I get a real appreciation for the ups and downs. 

And it’s a strange place–that’s the best way I can describe it. And I know why it’s 

strange too. Some ground is more special than other ground and that’s what attracts 

people. 

 Crooked streets everywhere–no one can find you here. People who live here, their 

friends can’t locate them when they come to visit. And that’s unique. And I think it is 

because of the where it’s at: the hill itself. Jenkintown is a hill, pretty much. Abington 

Friends, those Quakers, they’re occupying one side of the whole top. And from there 

everything sorta drops away. It’s like the first high ground outside of Philadelphia. 

But it is still pretty low, around 200-300 feet. The wave will cover it. [laughs] From the 

Canary Islands, La Palma–the Cumbre Vieja is hanging by a thread. It actually shifted in 

1949. If those billions of tons of rock fall in the ocean it will create a mega tsunami 

capable of crossing the Atlantic Ocean and striking the continent of the United States 

with devastating effect. Five-hundred-foot waves coming in at the speed of a jetliner, 

30 miles thick–an ocean-crossing mega tsunami. I believe that someone knows exactly 

when this is going to happen. Yeah, yeah. . . . I think about these things when I ride my 

bike around Jenkintown. 

 There is something weird about Jenkintown being a borough: it seceded from 

Abington in 1874. And boroughs tend to be their own small autonomous governments, 

like evil principalities are. They can get like that. They are like villages in Switzerland–I 

saw it. Remember, I was at the base of where the most evil man was battling Sherlock 

Holmes, right? So I saw the village, what generation after generation does to each other. 

How they covet each other’s belongings and things like that. So Jenkintown is small 

enough that it can produce a community effect for good or ill in that respect. I think it 

has gone both ways here. I’ve seen enough ill, that’s for sure. 



 I had a great group of friends. Imagine living out on a farm in Indiana or some-

where: I could walk to everyone’s house. That was priceless. You didn’t have that in 

other places. You don’t have it now. All my friends are driving their kids around. Why 

not just put them in an elevator and send them to another floor. What is that about? 

A village community offers the best potential for social development. Without 

interaction you don’t become a whole person. In Jenkintown it’s like a natural resource. 

 The homecoming bonfire was started back when I was in high school. After the 

administration building burnt down-what a beautiful building. It was in an old house. 

It burned down one night. I think after that we had bonfires. I think that is how it 

started.

 I investigated the railroad tracks to see what their potential was for hanging out. 

I have been in every bit of woods around here, could tell you everything. The railroad 

tracks were kind of a neat place, actually. There is a lot more land down there than it 

looks like. And there are some woods and a decrepit crick there too. I used to play there 

with a kid from my class who lived on the tracks. We used to ride our bikes around 

there. I gravitate towards the in-between places. 

Have you been to Burly Man Hill?

I was there this spring. It was kind of desecrated. I slept up there once to see what it was 

like. And I actually dipped in that crick in the middle of the night too–at the time I was 

doing a lot of cold stream dipping. I figured if I am gonna sleep here, I should dip in the 

water, the whole thing. At the time I was sleeping there it was like pristine beautiful and 

if you stand there, it looks like you are lookin’ down a railroad track in Tennessee. 

 That is a neat little spot–that little bluff. That rock had to be there for an ancient, 

ancient amount of time too because that crick hits the rock just so. I thought that was a 

sacred spot when I discovered it. Because of the fact that the stream curves around it–it 

is not eroding. Though the railroad tracks cut it in half. Look at it; the rock was once 

connected to the other side. There were some caves along it too. I never saw them but 

the kids from school said there were caves in there. There was something strange in 



there. I think this whole area had tunnels in it from pre-man times. There are a lot of 

weird things here. . . .

 I am just another guy on bicycle patrol–just another pair of eyes and ears. This is a 

nice town; it is good for kids. But let everybody know [lowers his voice] I’m keeping an 

eye out for things–very, very carefully. If anyone wants to get into any shenanigans they 

better not let me know about it. I see myself as a sentinel of the town. We all have to live 

with each other and help each other the best we can and when one person casts their 

eyes upon another person’s belongings, that’s where a person transgresses. And that is 

something that I don’t wish to see–coveting, avarice. 

 I ride a bike. I don’t have pretensions, I don’t need to be famous. And I like 

Jenkintown; I think it is a good place to raise your kids, but only if you are setting a 

good example for them. And when I don’t see that happening I get very upset. As long 

as you see me you should know, a person shouldn’t act that way. That is what I 

represent. I see myself as a force of good. The price of freedom is eternal vigilance. 

My message to everyone is: clean up your act before it is too late. That is all. It is a 

privilege to be a Jenkintonian. A privilege based upon the landscape, reflected in 

citizenship is what it is. The possibility of a real democratic republic. America can offer 

a solution–a better way, a helping hand. That’s what I see in Jenkintown.  



If you live in Jenkintown you have seen Ryan Campfield walking the town. A sustainably 

minded person, Ryan does not own a car, preferring to navigate the streets of Jenkintown on foot. 

Because of this, Ryan has a unique perspective on town life; a perspective informed by his 

walking. He knows many of the town characters because he sees them daily, he knows many of 

the old time shortcuts because he still uses them, and he thinks about the town in walking terms.



 To be a Jenkintonian means living in Jenkintown. You know there is not that much to 

it. I think there are certain degrees: people who have spent their entire [lives] growing 

up-you know from birth to graduating high school minimum-living in Jenkintown. 

They seem to be what culture and what little social backbone there is in this town. 

If you have gone through the school system, that’s like a good way of creating a 

Jenkintonian. It creates a sense of place and community. I think it also has to do with 

being our own borough.

 As far as pride of being from Jenkintown?-definitely, absolutely. How many people 

can say that they live in less then a half square mile town that has its own school dis-

trict? And graduating? My graduating class was 48 people; my girlfriend’s was 36. You 

go around talking to anyone and they just don’t know what to say. . . . They have no 

concept of what it is like to grow up in such a small school district, in such a small town 

surrounded by larger towns. It is one thing to grow up out in a small rural town where 

there is a reason there is nothing to do. But in Jenkintown we somehow manage to pull 

off that “small town with nothing for the kids to do” feeling when we have one of the 

largest cities in the country a stones throw away! I think this [mindset] really has to do 

with being our own borough.

 I mean if you look at a township map you have this big block that is Abington, a 

similar sized block below that’s Cheltenham, and we are just this tiny gap [between]. 

And it’s really weird looking at that and thinking, “Wow! Jenkintown is its own town 

with its own local government, and its own school district.” And as far as I know this 

town has always been inside kind of a bubble in terms of not really interacting much 

with surrounding townships. I’ve also noticed that over the years the town has been 

interacting less and less with itself.

 There is definitely a connection in the sense that everyone is like, “Yeah, I’m from 

Jenkintown.” But they don’t do anything with that. You know they just go about their 

quiet lives. And you do have a couple of colorful characters that come through but, they 

stand out a lot more because [there is] not that much to contrast them with. It would be 



great if people would actually [walk] more. Actually walk around and speak with each 

other. 

Do you think that this lack of communication is specific to Jenkintown or something that speaks 

to a larger phenomenon in America or the world at large–a growing fear of outsiders, a tendency 

toward isolation?

It’s something that is definitely growing across the county, but I think it has been here to 

a larger extent. When I talk about the lack of community in this town it’s tempered with 

“it’s not a lot” as opposed to simply saying that there just “isn’t.” Because driving 

through this town I would never get a sense of it. But when you are walking you meet 

people. You get up close and say hi to people and every now and then you’ll find 

someone who is literally just doing something in their front yard; and you know they 

stop, you say hi, and you just start talking. And you have like a twenty-minute 

conversation and you find out that there is this person, and they actually are, you know, 

taking part in something.  



The Bernsteins are not like most of the town. When I was going door-to-door to raise money for 

the project, they opened theirs and before I had much to say, they riled me with questions and 

asked for ID. They tell it like is and relish their outsider status. Arthur has a deadpan delivery 

with good comedic timing, is a retired mechanical engineer and an old-time wood worker.         

Marilyn is a retired schoolteacher, a potter, and neatly finishes many of Arthur’s sentences. 



Marilyn Bernstein: You know the custom of whose house you live in-did anyone tell 

you that? When you come into Jenkintown and you buy a house, it’s not your house. 

It’s the people before you whose house you live in. Like we live in the. . . .

Arthur Bernstein: We live in the Vandyke’s house.

MB: Yeah, exactly. And the first thing you are asked is, “Which church do you belong 

to?” So we never belonged to any. So they knew. That makes you different right away.

AB: And the other wonderful thing is that almost exclusively nobody uses the front 

door. 

MB: Yeah, everybody uses the back door. We have no idea [what it means].

AB: It’s only used to bring babies in and corpses out.

MB: There is nothing to hold on to. . . . Just as bad as a bedroom community. It’s a real 

small town. They don’t change. It’s always been this way.

AB: We had lived in the borough here for seven years and then moved away, came back, 

and so we had a welcome home party for all of the people that we had known before. 

And here were people coming into the house, who we knew had lived here at least one 

generation, and continually people would come up to me and say, “Who is that person 

over there? I don’t know them.”

MB: From this tiny little town.

AB: And both of them had lived here all their lives.

MB: That’s how cliquey it is. Cliques. . . . People think it’s not a bedroom community 

and I guess in a way it is. It has a center but the business people will tell you, the 

Jenkintown people don’t use, don’t use [the main strip.] Nope, because I used to go and 

hang out with the shop owners, and they said most of the people never came.

AB: Well, I’m under the impression that we were the first Jewish family that moved into 

Jenkintown in many, many years.



MB: Outside of the Goldberg’s that had the department store, so they were different. 

Yeah, I think that in our kids’ classes, each one was the only Jew. They didn’t have to go 

when everybody went to the different churches for instruction. They could have the 

teacher to themselves.

AB: Wednesday afternoon classes ended and everybody went to their own individual 

church for religious instruction.

MB: You went to bible class at Methodist. The Methodist church was the church of the 

town or Immaculate. Well the two fire engine companies, one’s Catholic and one’s 

Protestant. It’s totally ridiculous a town this size has two fire companies, correct? 

Well that’s why, because they won’t consolidate.

AB: And you talk to some of the older residents here, up until sometime, a Catholic 

couldn’t walk on Runnymede Avenue, he’d be run off. 

MB: We live here-that’s it. Our house is here. Sure I was in the PTA and we worked with 

the fair and Jenkintown Music Theatre. He [Arthur] was on the board of the library and 

the tree commission. And some people love it here.

AB: It’s different from every place else. How does it do that [retain it’s character] 

through all these years? Through several generations? And the second and third 

generation people stay here and then the new people coming in are swallowed into it. 

AB: You triggered another one: there was a year or two before we first moved here, 

there was the last squirrel hunt in town.

MB: They got overrun with squirrels. Our neighbor got in trouble because she was 

feeding them and then they started coming down her chimney and invading her house. 

She got very upset when they started shooting them.

AB: Yeah-we got a couple of early conversations-everybody stayed indoors and people 

came out with their 12 gage shotguns and went to work.

MB: Well we told you about the guy who was doing the. . . . What was it-census? 



AB: No, he was an appraiser. The borough was being reappraised about a year or so 

two ago. We got chatting with him the same way with you and he was amazed that 

almost every home he went into had a gun cabinet.

MB: In Jenkintown!

AB: With several fire arms. 

I have not seen that at all.

AB: Well, they are not going to show it to you.  



Pete Mahoney is 3rd generation Jenkintown. His grandfather came out of the coal mines of 

Minersville, PA. in the late 19th Century to move here. His father worked as a house painter and 

his mother stayed at home to take care of the children. A bit of a gadfly, Mr. Mahoney remembers 

life in Jenkintown with persistent criticism. Yet he loves the town and speaks about living here 

with pride. His children still live here and his grandchildren currently attend Jenkintown.



 They are still talking about the same problems that happened in ’45-traffic and 

parking. Still complaining about the same things. Nothing ever changes in Jenkintown. 

I used to go [to borough council]. I never held any office but I used to go to all the meet-

ings and all the school board meetings for about 10 years. They just ignore you. Look up 

in the air and pretend they don’t hear you. They do what they want anyway. They made 

a lot of mistakes in the school board. Well besides the latest one, the closing Highland 

Avenue [to build a bridge between the high school and grade school], when they 

bought the Baptist Church where the tennis courts are now, they took all the junk from 

the building and put it down in the basement of the church. Rather than haul it out, 

they filled it up with all the trash. . . .

And they just built over it?

Right and it’s been sinking ever since. It’ll sink for another hundred years. ‘Sides that, 

it’s the most convenient place in the world to live. You can go down to Jenkintown 

Station and be in Central City in 25 minutes and nothing is more convenient then that. 

Oh, yeah, I’m proud of it [being from Jenkintown]. 

Did you ever hear anything about the KKK in Jenkintown?

Yeah, my father told me all about it. 

So he experienced that?

Oh yeah, standing on the steps of the church. They tried to burn down the old Immacu-

late and they finally did burn it down. Well I wasn’t even there then, but they knew that 

the KKK were going to come, so all the adults in the church stood on the front steps to 

protect the church. That’s when they [the KKK] backed off. And it later burnt down.

Did they ever get proof that it was- 

They knew.

Why were they trying to burn down the church?



Anti-Catholic. Jenkintown wasn’t a friendly Catholic Church place. The Catholic 

Church up on West Avenue dominated. They weren’t happy about it. It’s probably why 

they were so hard on us because they were afraid we would take over. Imagine the 

impact-8, 9, 10 kids. Smiths, Maddens. . . . And they used to say, “The only democrats in 

town are the drunks and the MacSwineys.” When I was a kid I couldn’t walk here 

[where he currently lives]. When you were cutting the lawn or shoveling the walk you 

could be here, but if not-get out.

So what part of town was Catholic and what part was Protestant?

Stay above Hillside.

Above Hillside was Catholic. And so all this down here, back on Vernon and everything like that 

was all WASP.

Right, strictly WASP. 

What would happen if they caught you walking around here?

The cops would say, “Get out! Go on up, back where you belong.”

What about the fire department wasn’t that-

One was Catholic, one was Protestant. They used to cut each other’s hoses up and 

everything else. It was brutal.

The Bernstein’s were saying that if anything happened, if people were causing trouble, the Police 

would tell you to stop and they’d drive you home. But no one ever got busted.

No, no, no. . . .When this one guy became a chief, we’d go down to Wildwood and raise 

hell-we’d get arrested. Yeah, so they’d so say, “Where you from? Oh, you’re from 

Jenkintown. Oh you’re his kids?” So the chief was called and then he’d say, “Give me 

their names and I’ll take care of them later.”  He would take care of you when you got 

home. He would take care of you. . . .



What would he do?

He’d beat the hell out of you! Yeah, the chief took care of you. Somebody said one time 

during World War II, “Nobody who came from Jenkintown [had a] police record.” 

Because nothing went on the books. They wrote it on a piece of paper if it was serious. 

You’d go to Norristown; if not, it was never put on the books. You’d get in trouble but 

you didn’t get arrested for it. It was another time.

Do you feel like you know as many people today?

Very few. At one time I could walk around Jenkintown and tell you every house and tell 

you who they are, how many kids they have and everything else. Today I see a kid 

walking around and I don’t know who you are. Of course, when you get away from the 

high school. . . .

You become more isolated.

Yeah. And Perennial Seniors. Jenkintown has a lot of them. Yeah, they never mentally 

get out of high school. They wear their high school jackets! They are fifty years old and 

they are still wearing their jacket-give me a break. A lot of them never got too far from 

Jenkintown. Never traveled, never went any place. Some of the guys that went into the 

service they left because they had to, but they came back and they never went any place 

else, never lived any place else. You talked to them, but you know where they are-they 

were the same way in high school. They hadn’t changed any. . . . They think I’m crazy 

when I go places. You know, “Why would you do that?” There are a lot of places be-

sides this, there is a whole world here. I’d go back to Ireland tomorrow if I could. We 

went down through the Panama Canal; we went all through the West.

Did you ever hear about the squirrel hunting that used to go on?

Oh yeah. And you go down here [points to the rail tracks] good beaver down here, 

where Wanamaker Road is now, that was a swamp. Back by the tracks where they put 

those twins, that was a swamp. Where the apartment houses are now, that was all 

swamp area. Yeah, you could walk all the way up - end up at the Jenkins Farm where 



Highland Avenue and Jenkintown Road, at that the top of the hill. That was Jenkins 

Farm, that was all farm. We used to go up there to buy a turkey or a chicken and he’d 

kill it right then and there for you. We’re talking about the late thirties. Long time ago.  



Michael Golden is a soft-spoken man with a lot of ideas and energy. When living in 

Chicago–though he grew up around here in Wyncote–he formed a nonprofit organization to 

battle the negative effects of gentrification in his neighborhood, setting aside affordable housing 

for residents and working for change in a grassroots manner. He continues his coalition building 

here in Jenkintown, currently volunteering on borough council, working as one of the driving 

forces behind the business revitalization plan. 



 You’ve got a real split between old Jenkintown and new Jenkintown. You have 

issues around what the vision of the community is and where it should go and you’ve 

got people that feel threatened by change. What I try to say to people, and it doesn’t 

always work, is that change happens. The only issue with change is, do you try to 

control it and push it in a direction you want the town to go, or do you let it just 

happen? It is not like you have a choice to just keep it the same because the world 

doesn’t work that way. What is the vision of our town? Our vision is tree-lined streets, 

good schools, a pedestrian friendly neighborhood where we walk to places, where we 

can shop and get things we need. The goal of people organizing, what is now JCA 

[Jenkintown Community Alliance], was to change the political environment so that we 

could have change. So that we could manage change instead of just sitting back and 

having it done to us. 

 There are some people on council–and I can think about one member who I have 

this argument with constantly–he would love it for the people who are old Jenkintown 

not be here anymore. And I think he is nuts. I think he’s nuts! The things that attract me 

to this community–I want my kids to go to public school because I want them to have 

diversity. To some extent we’ve been lucky and I want them to understand that lucky is 

different from deserving. They should know a whole bunch of people. 

 I look at places like Leedom Street, which is in my ward, and those are homes that 

are affordable for people, for families starting out. I am scared to death that if we are not 

smart in how we do our redevelopment that we will change the economic incentives 

and someone will say, “I can buy two of those, knock’em together and have a really nice 

townhouse.” And then start pushing people out because of the changes in the economic 

values. And I think there is a balance that has to be struck. But I have trouble with the 

people that don’t want to do that, and the people who would most benefit by that 

approach being successful, don’t trust me. They think I’m “other”; I live on the other 

side of town. I don’t know how we get over it. 

 Some older, established organizations are fighting because some of their leaders are 

telling them they should fight everything. It is hard to get across that divide to come up 



with something that everyone sees as in their interest. And the thing that really gets me, 

and the reason I have been involved in all of the revitalization, is that we are sitting here 

with a school district, which is the heart of this community. It is also the economic heart 

of this community. The school district goes away–what happens to property values and 

all of that stuff? So there is a real danger. And there is no place new to build; this is the 

borough. And you can’t just create new taxable properties here. But the tax needs of the 

school are going to keep going up because most of its costs are labor and labor just 

doesn’t go down. How are you going to protect the residents in that circumstance? And 

so from my point of view, that is why we need to do redevelopment. We have to find 

opportunities to take properties that exist and increase the taxable value and increase 

the tax revenue so that you don’t have to increase the tax rates. And these folks should 

care about that, but maybe it is too long term, maybe it is too difficult to get across; 

maybe I’m wrong. 

Besides this general distrust on the part of old Jenkintown, what are their arguments?

We never get to the arguments. We never get to it. And this stuff is very nuanced. Peo-

ple have different points of view and different levels of understanding and you know, 

I could be wrong on many points. But this is my take on it. A friend of my older son, 

really good people, the guy’s parents lived here, he grew up here, he lives in that house 

now. That house’s value has moved dramatically just because real estate has moved 

dramatically. The taxes both in rate and nominal dollars have increased dramatically. 

And this guy is just trying to figure out how to stay. And that is old Jenkintown, under 

pressure. And I can’t figure out how to effectively reach across and meet that. I had a 

great talk with the monsignor early on and I said, “Look at Leedom Street. I am trying 

to keep it so that people can stay there. Those people that go to your church.” 

He understands that, he understands that if these people leave he is in trouble; they 

stay, he has a church. 

I didn’t realize it was that complex, I thought it merely about street directions changing, but it is 

really about saving the town’s identity.

To me it is.  



Matty Regan runs the MacSwiney Club. Named after Terence MacSwiney, Lord Mayor of Cork 

who was martyred by a hunger strike during the Irish War of Independence, it is a barroom,

 cultural center, and library, sitting nondescriptly amongst Jenkintown’s residential 

neighborhood. Stop in and you’ll find Matty tending bar and telling stories in his characteristic 

gruff. He told me about JFK in Jenkintown, Gerry Adams stopping through, all the while pulling 

relics-like a chunk of peat and a pair of rubber bullets used by the English for crowd control off 

the cluttered barroom walls to make a point.



 My family is from Kilkelly, County Mayo in Ireland. I was born 412 Healy Street 

here in Jenkintown, November 28th, 1930. We were born in the house, everybody was 

born in the house, they didn’t go to hospitals. In 1932 my mother went back to Ireland 

with the kids and we lived there a couple of years during the Depression. We went back 

to her farm in Ireland and my father went down to a boarding house on Broad and City 

Line. Six kids in the family. My father was a stonemason, a bricklayer, a carpenter. 

He worked for the WPA when times were hard-he worked in Jenkintown when they 

were building the steps and the walls at the football field. My mother’s work was at 

home, but she did do some house cleaning work down through the years.

 I didn’t stray too far, I like it here. Jenkintown was a good town, still is a good town. 

Most of my crowd, the older ones, they are dying off. I just have this little joint. I’ll bitch 

about  it but it keeps me going a lil’ bit. I get to see the kids, the families growing up. I 

probably know a lot more people then I normally would know if I wasn’t affiliated with 

the MacSwiney Club. Jenkintown is clannish. But it has really changed, nobody knows 

anybody in Jenkintown anymore. You used to know everybody, everything was close. 

I don’t know if it was the TV, I don’t know what it was. 

 I had 38 years in the telephone company, 12-13 years as a lineman, the latter years on 

installation and repair. Wired a lot of the high rises around here including the Wyncote 

House, Beaver Hill, the Cedar Brook Apartments. Never finished college or anything. 

Got married in November of ‘58. I have lived in Jenkintown most of my life, except for 

the years I was in the service–January of ’49 to August of ‘52. 

 When I was in the service people would say, “Where the hell is Jenkintown? Never 

heard of it.” They think I’m some bird or something right. Well I was in the Marine 

Corps right. I served my time in the mess hall and everything else. I would say, “Come 

over here,” anyplace where you looked-all the stainless steel in all the mess halls and 

everything read “Standard Press Steel, Jenkintown, Pennsylvania.” Then I’d say, “Show 

me a picture of your ol’ bird of a town.” That is the way I used to grab’em.

 The MacSwiney Club was basically founded for the betterment of the Irish people. It 

was a place for the Irish to gather. Back in the days when the club was started, there was 



a lot of animosity towards the Irish. They were immigrants like everyone else but they 

were hard workers and they came up. There are minutes from the club that go back be-

fore 1920-before my father came here. They used to meet on Nice Avenue. You know the 

Italians had their clubs, the Germans had their clubs, and the Irish had their clubs too. A 

lot of these clubs are closed down now, the only ones making money now are the guys 

like Finnigans Wake and different ones like that. They cater to the young and just take 

their money, but as far as history–it don’t mean nothing. They wouldn’t even know 

what the hell it was. There are not too many places around like this [pounds his fist on 

the table]. There is a lot of history here and people don’t understand it. The are just a 

few left with the knowledge. Back in the old days of Ireland they had to pay the dole 

and everything, you know send the doles to England. They didn’t own the land. They 

were taxed for every ‘ting and had to give up part of their crop. 800 years they have 

been at it. There might be another 800 before they go. Little mini revolutions would pop 

up. England really wanted Ireland because it protected their back door-you follow me? 

Just like the rock of Gibraltar. Any time there were uprisings they came in. Tried to do 

away with their religion, tried to do away with the Gaelic language. They had the 

famine and a lot of people come over here. That is when all the immigrants started 

coming over–they were wiping’em out.

 The little clubs were started to raise funds to get England out of Ireland. All these 

little places that were raising the money-nickels and dimes, you know. It all added up 

because it was through the whole country. They backed the army and everything at the 

time, but there has been no army or anything since the peace process in the last 15-20 

years. It is a social club but its roots are really political–to get England out of Ireland so 

it can be a free country. Since there is no more fighting, there is no more fundraising - 

they are trying to go political. But there is no reason to forget the history. . . . We are still 

hoping for the day when Northern Ireland becomes part of the Republic. We have 

whiskey behind the bar that hasn’t been opened -bottles from the forties–put’em aside. 

People say, “Give me a shot of that.” Nope. We won’t drink it until Ireland is free.  



I have seen Robert Disney around for many years. He is something of a character in Jenkintown, in 

that everybody has watched him walk the town dressed in a tan overcoat, long beard and hair flow-

ing, carrying large shopping bags. I knew him as the ‘Bag Man’. But when I inquired with most 

folks in town, no one knew who he was or where he lived. Some told me he only carried candy in the 

bags, or that he lived here or there, but no one knew his name or anything about him. Yet he has 

been living in Jenkintown for over 80 years. Somehow, Robert Disney achieved an impressive level 

of anonymity in this half square mile town-so different in appearance, yet invisible to the general 

public. After searching him out for many months to no avail–at one point I was convinced he had 

passed on-I finally discovered him walking about near his apartment at Greenwood Terraces. A 

survivor of 21 insulin shock treatments, Mr. Disney is a remarkably well spoken, thoughtful, and 

intelligent octogenarian. He reminisced about playing tag through the halls of John Wanamaker’s 

‘white house-like mansion’ when he was a child and about his life growing up in Jenkintown 

during the Depression. He told me about his life history and the struggles he faces daily living 

alone in his quiet apartment near the Jenkintown tracks. Yet the most interesting story he told was 

that of his inner quest–his spiritual push for the power of concentration.



 On my birth certificate it says Robert Disney, but I go by the name Robert G. Disney. 

My mother said my brother gave me the name ‘Gordon’-which I’m not particularly 

fond of-but I sign my checks and all legal papers as Robert G. Disney. I was born on 

September the 30th, 1922. I lived in Germantown, in my grandmother and grandfather’s 

house ‘till I was 3 years old and then we moved to a house in Jenkintown. And I have 

been here ever since, except when I was in the service. I went to Jenkintown all the 

way–elementary through high school. When I finished there were seventy in our 

graduating class.

 Now God rules the world. Nothing happens in this world or in this universe unless 

God allows it to happen. God is all-powerful. He gives the last word on everything. 

He gives people a certain amount of leeway, but if there is somethin’ he doesn’t want 

done, it won’t get done. If he hadn’t wanted to allow John Kennedy to get shot and 

killed when he did, it never would have happened. But he allowed it. God allowed

it to happen. 

 I am very religious. I pray everyday [by myself]. And that’s what allows me to work 

towards a perfect power of concentration. The subjective part of the mind is concerned 

with the spirit while the objective part is concerned with materialism, the body. When 

the subjective part of the mind converts the objective, you are able to achieve perfect 

power of concentration. You no longer feel pain. The fact that I still feel pain means that 

I haven’t yet reached the highest level. 

 Basically I’m a Christian because I believe Christ was the highest spiritual presence 

to ever live in the physical body in this world. I also believe in re-incarnation. A lot of 

Christians don’t. They say, “That’s not in the Bible. That couldn’t be true, the Bible 

says. . . .” They choose to interpret it in a certain way [based on their notions of reality], 

but you can just as well interpret the Bible as saying it does.  Anyway, I don’t believe 

every word, I’m not a fundamentalist. I don’t see how the entire Bible could be true: 

there are too many inconsistencies. And in some cases, there are down right 

contradictions. 



 My mother was psychic. And my grandmother was the finest Christian I’ve ever 

known. I think people-when they’re very good-get to the point where they don’t sin. 

And when they die they become angles of the lowest order.  I think my grandmother is 

an angel. Now she died 1935 at the lowest order, but you start at the bottom and work 

your way up. 

 My mother said that she got messages: spurts of messages from my deceased 

grandmother. And I believe she did. Now I got out of the service February 15th 1946, 

after World War II ended. And my mother had been committed to Norristown State 

Hospital then. So I went to see her as soon as I could, and I talked to her doctor there, 

she was a woman, Doctor Bressler or Brassmen. She said, “Your mother has 

hallucinations. She says she hears her mother’s voice.” I said, “Well I don’t think she 

has hallucinations.” She responded, “Well you are not a psychiatrist, you cannot know.” 

So the doctors would say she was having hallucinations. They either didn’t believe or 

wouldn’t admit that she did actually get messages from my dead grandmother.

 But I know. She told me things that she would have no way of knowing. Angels 

know everything. I don’t communicate with angels everyday. No.  Sometimes I have 

dreams in which they will tell me things that are useful to me. Usually, I have a lot of 

dreams of my mother and they are just meaningless. It has no relevance or value. 

But once in awhile she does give me important messages. 

 My mother told me, she said,  “Somebody is trying to get control of your mind.” 

She couldn’t get it straight who it was. She knew this from my grandmother–obviously. 

I mean she wouldn’t have any other way of knowing it. And she said it would be very 

hard for me, so she gave me three prayers to ward off adverse hypnotic suggestion.

 You see a great mind governs the general rules because it is stronger than yours. 

They can penetrate your mind and send you telepathic hypnotic suggestions that your 

mind can’t resist. It can’t resist the higher vibratory rate. And the higher your power of 

concentration, the higher your vibratory rate. So anyway, she gave me that, and even 

with those prayers I had a hell of a time.



 I don’t know who exactly or why but I think maybe this was the reason for my hav-

ing trouble in the first grade, third grade, high school, and then later. I mean I got so 

many problems-I can’t do things because I'm too tired. My house is so bad. I got my 

health to worry about. I just can’t live a normal life. So I can’t have friends because they 

expect you to give them all your time.

 I think maybe they are trying to destroy me-the psychiatrists. And my job is to attain 

a higher power of concentration in order to ward off the psychiatrists’ adverse hypnotic 

suggestion. That way, they won’t be able to enter my mind. And my troubles come from 

telepathic, hypnotic suggestions, from all those glorious psychiatrists. And my mother 

and grandmother assist me in this battle; they give me prayers to ward of these 

messages.

 In fact, I think that the psychiatrists might be the great Beast, the anti-Christ spoken 

of in the Book of Revelations. They are trying to rule the world. I think we might be 

close to it [Armageddon]. I think we might be close to it, yes. I think maybe they have 

more power, the psychiatrists, more evil power than anybody else in this world because 

of their hypnotic suggestions. And also I think they can read almost any one’s mind. 

It is a very scary thing.  



On my way to and from school I would pass Vac & Sew, occasionally stopping to check out their 

surreal displays of mannequins modeling feather dusters, vacuums, and assorted machinery. 

It sort of scared me–like something out of a kitschy horror movie. Through the display windows I 

remember seeing this well dressed elderly gentleman tooling around the store. My friends would 

tell me the business was obviously a mafia front–I mean how else could a vacuum store remain in 

business since the sixties and have those wild displays? Turns out we were wrong. Vac & Sew is 

run by Evie Moore and Robert Dennison–two upright and very with it local business owners.



 Robert Dennison: Been here for 13 years. Now, I’m just taking it easy-I don’t do very 

much business. I just take up time. Tomorrow I’ll be leaving for Florida and that will be 

it. I have traveled all around the world-you name it I’ve been there. Italy was my favor-

ite place. Venetia. I got into the vacuum business when I was done with everything: 25 

years in the jewelry business, five different stores in the Philadelphia area.

 I’m in my eighties. Working is good for you. The world is still here, you have to 

know what’s happening. Working makes you feel good, you are dabbling in dollars and 

cents. It keeps me healthy. I hope to live as long as I can, to be healthy, and to see the 

family. I’m a self made man. I did my thing. As a young man I worked, advanced my-

self, it is a matter of knowing what you are doing, that’s all.

 I’ve been all over the world five times. I speak Russian, German, Yiddish, English, 

and Italian. My son is a concert pianist. He played with the Philadelphia orchestra at the 

age of 9 years old. His name is Robert Dennison. Lives in Russia 6 months out of the 

year, 6 months in Palm Beach. He records with Melodia. My daughter is the trade am-

bassador to Europe. Yeah, there was no democracy in my house, it was a monarchy. I 

said, “I’m the king, your mother’s the queen. When you get your own crib you can have 

a democracy.” 

 It’s a funny thing. I had a Polish guy come in here not too long ago. And the guy is 

mumbling, “All Irish people drink, they’re drunks,”-shmuck. So I said, “Do you know 

anything about the Irish? You got any Robert Burns, any Shelly, any Keats, any Lord 

Byrons to your knowledge?” He says, “I don’t know.” I say, “Do me a favor will yah?” I 

deal with the best–illiterates. [laughs] 

 [Talking about New York and where he grew up] Reminds me of the guy who is 

walking down the street in Brooklyn and his friend was Black. And the Chasidim were 

out there dancing like m’shagoyim–they were going crazy dancing. So the Black guy 

says to him, “Hey man. Who is ‘dem people?” Guy says, “They’re Chasidim.” He says, 

“I see ‘dem, but who is they?” [laughter]



When I was younger walking to school my friends used to tell me that this store was a mafia 

front. They couldn’t understand how a vacuum store could stay in business so long.

Maybe they think I’m mafia? Yes I was a physical guy–I got in plenty of fights as a 

young guy. Today, the kids are different. A lot of the kids have no respect. They dress ¾ 

in the nude. They lost their class–no class.

 At one time this town was a very prosperous business town and things happened in 

the years and they aren’t great anymore. The people changed, the prosperity changed, 

the parking facilities have changed–a lot of things. People from all over would come to 

Jenkintown don’t come anymore. There is nothing of interest to ‘em. Now people go to 

malls–bad or good weather they go. Malls have taken the prosperity away from small 

towns like this.



 Evie Moore: I started a thousand years ago. The thing that has primarily changed, it 

is now a throwaway mentality. Many years ago in Jenkintown when I first started, 

mommy and the kids went down the shore for the summer, and daddy stayed home. 

Our business-June, July, and August-was very slow because mommy was away and 

daddy could have cared less if it got vacuumed. It was also another era. The other thing 

was there was a mindset of loyalty. Your family used the same people–they had the 

same oil company, they took their car to the same service station, they shopped at the 

same corner grocery. There was a tremendous amount of loyalty-on both sides. I had 

very, very good customers. When their children grew up they were directed to me be-

cause I took care of mommy and daddy. “Oh go there! They do wonderful. . . .” It was 

altogether different. People didn’t dispose of things so easily. Manufacturers didn’t 



manufacture things for you to throw them away in a year’s time. So there are a lot of 

reasons.

 He said parking. Since I moved my business to Jenkintown I have heard of 

NOTHING BUT PARKING! And guess what? It is a fallacy. You go places where you 

can’t find a place to park. Go to Manayunk. Up and down hills, they go into alley-

ways–they’re doing a booming business, so it has to be something more than that. 

The other thing is that since Septa came through and took parking off of York Road, 

nothing slows down. Try going through Hatboro–it is slow. When you are driving slow, 

hitting all the red lights, you might get annoyed. But I don’t know where all these 

people are going and why they are going so fast because when they get there–they don’t 

do anything. But you would be surprised. You stop at a light, “I never knew that that 

florist was there. Oh, that is a good looking suit in the window.” That’s gone. It’s now–

zoom, zoom, zoom. You go to Hatboro, you window shop. Whether you want to or not. 

[laughs] There is no one single factor; it is a combination of a number of factors. 

 The way things used to be. . . . The go-go bar that they tore down across the street–

Le Place. Honey, we used to see some sights going in and out [laughs]. Anyway, from 

what I understand, it was a neighborhood bar that the Black people of Jenkintown went 

to. There has always been a community of Blacks in Jenkintown, always. Very nice 

people, nobody ever had any trouble, went to work everyday, made a living. But that 

was the bar they would frequent. All the years that I was here I only saw men–maybe a 

dozen women. It was a male bar. I happened to be standing outside one day and come 

a-walking up the street was a girl-beautiful. Even at a distance you could see. Even 

though she had on tons of makeup, you could tell the features-she was beautiful. She 

was very tall, stiletto heels, boots that went just above the knee, low cut jeans, hair-

flaming red, went down her back. She had a chain with a couple of keys on it. She came 

walking up the street–I thought for sure there was gonna be ten accidents! Guys 

slammed on their brakes. She trotted into there. [laughs] She was beautiful. 

 That was then, this is now. Today there is no best vacuum. Everybody is allergic to 

everything today. Richest country in the world and it is a throwaway culture. A cus-



tomer comes in and asks, “What’s the best vacuum in the store?” I say, “For who? My 

mother, your sister, the lady that lives down the street? What’s the best vacuum for 

who?” You have to find out a little bit about people. People don’t want to buy the right 

kind of machine. Do you have a domestic, does your grandmother run the carpet, do 

you have two stories, will you have to carry it up and down? There are a lot of 

questions to ask. There is no such thing as a perfect vacuum cleaner for anybody. They 

are mostly throwaways. They make’em so you can’t even repair them. It’s made out of 

plastic, it has two clips, one of the clips breaks off-you have to replace the whole thing. 

Now they make everything overseas–China, Taiwan. What isn’t? We are doing it to 

ourselves. [Lowers her voice] The buying things cheaper–we are cutting out the middle 

class of this country. And we are doing it to ourselves; we aren’t even smart enough to 

realize what is happening. It won’t happen in my lifetime, I’m seventy-five; I don’t want 

to live until I’m one hundred. It probably won’t even happen in my children’s lifetime, 

but after that it will happen. We are able to sustain ourselves totally and completely and 

we don’t need anybody else. 

 I’ve been in the vacuum business since I was a slim, young woman. [laughter] I’d 

like to have all the years back and be as smart as I am now. And I wouldn’t do one thing 

the same, not one. Goes to show you. When I grew up, a young woman could be a 

teacher or a nurse. Neither one of the professions were great. If you weren’t married by 

the age of 20 you were an old maid. I was taught to keep a clean house, to iron my 

husband’s shirt beautiful, to make sure my children were taken care of. It isn’t a nice 

thing to say, but it was a comfortable way of life-believe it or not. Everybody knew 

where they belonged. Of course you had to have a high school education but it certainly 

wasn’t encouraged–and that is the first thing I would have changed. I was widowed, 

left with kids, mortgages. Make a salary like a man? How? I wasn’t educated like that? 

So you learn to use your wits. That much I would have changed. All I said was, “God, 

give me strength.” So worked two jobs for nine years, seven days a week, and three 

nights. And guess what, “It didn’t hurt me. I’m still here.” So anyway, life goes on.  



Benjamin Hesse standing next to the Color Day bell at the JHS football field.



The Compendium of All Things Close To Home 
explores the strange world of Jenkintown, 
Pennsylvania through the lens of oral history 
and folklore. Walk the tracks on the edge of 
town, meet the mysterious town characters, 
journey into a unique portrait of small town 
America. 

Accompanying the book is a CD of original 
music by Benjamin Hesse and local 
Pennsylvania artists. The book and CD work 
together to form a powerful multi-layered 
narrative about people and place.  



A community event celebrating the release of the 

Jenkintown Project’s CD of original music - based on 

town oral history and folklore - and book of stories and 

song. More information at 

www.benjaminhesse.com/jenkintown.htm. 

ALL THINGS CLOSE TO HOME

$8 at the 

door

A MUSICAL PORTRAIT OF 

JENKINTOWN, PENNSYLVANIA

CHURCH OF OUR SAVIOR’S 

HOMESTEAD HALL-807 HOMESTEAD ACROSS FROM THE MASONIC TEMPLE

SATURDAY, JANUARY 13 8PM
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