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When visitors come to Pennypacker Mills, the first room they are
shown is the formal parlor. With
the best furniture, the pump organ
to entertain with, the fancy trim
along the top of the walls, and the
tea service always at the ready for
guests, this room reflects the stature of this family and the value
they placed on their guests.
A Bit of Terminology:
The term “parlor” comes from the
word “parley” in French, which
means “to talk.” The term was given to the space because it was
mainly a place for sitting and talking to various people. They might
have been members of the family
or guests. The function of this
space was to carry out various formal or informal social functions of
the house. In general, the parlor
meant a room set apart for formal
occasions; for entertaining acquaintances, rather than intimate
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friends, and clergymen
when they visited. The
formal parlor “was a
status symbol that sigAbove: Formal Parlor at Pennypacker Mills.
nified good breeding,
taste, culture and wealth.,” accordHappening in March
ing to author Nancy A. Ruhling.
The upper middle class Pennypacker family hosted two parlors.
A more formal parlor, which
translates to our modern day living room and an informal parlor,
which functions today as a family
room.
As in many homes, the Pennypacker formal parlor had a couch,
chairs, a table, kerosene lamps,
art, a pump organ for entertainment, and usually a tea service.
There were pocket doors that slid
into an opening in the wall. These
doors provided a way to separate
the two parlors.
Continued on Pg. 2.

Beginner Genealogy Classes
Sat., Mar. 9, 16, 23 & 30
10:30—11:30 am
Fee: $40/person
Pre-registration deadline Mar. 1

Happening in April
Easter Workshop for Kids
Sat., April 13
1 to 3 pm Fee: $5/child
Pre-Registration Deadline
Fri., April 5
Guided Tours & “Family Roots”
Exhibit
Thru Jan. 31, 2020
Tues-Sat: 10 am to 4 pm
Sun: 1 to 4 pm FREE
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Above: Estey pump organ, located in the formal parlor. Estey Organ Co., Brattleboro, VT, circa
1888.

Above: Formal parlor at Pennypacker Mills. Pocket doors on
right.
The cost of furnishing the parlor
was always expensive. In American Heritage Magazine, author
Russell Lynes shared, “It was the
showcase of gentility, and its elaborate code of manners was filled
with pitfalls for the ill-bred or the
unwary. It was in the parlor that
the most formal moments of family
life were endured—the formal call
(known as a “morning” call if it
took place anytime between eleven
A.M. and five P.M.), the tea party,
the evening reception, the dreadful
ten minutes while guests gathered
before the dinner party, the hushed
and lugubrious conversation when
a member of the family had died,
the proposal of marriage. The writ-

ers of books of etiquette had advice
to offer on every aspect of behavior
in the parlor, every situation, every
innuendo. With indignation, with
humor, or with the quiet, indulgent
tones of an older and wiser friend,
they anticipated every possible social gaffe. There were a great many
American families who looked upon their parlors as an indispensable anchor which held their households in the social stream, but who
were unsure just how one should
behave in them. It was at people
like these that the behavior books
were aimed, and there were rules,
rules, rules. You entered it only
rarely, and you weren’t meant to
be comfortable there. But every
house had to have one, no matter
how high the cost.”
Parlor or Living Room?
What is the difference between a
living room and a formal parlor?
Historically, the parlor term dates
back to the time prior to the flu
epidemic in the early 1900’s. Our
current living rooms were called
parlors back then. It was the first
room visitors would see; therefore, it was the room where the
lady of the house kept her best
furniture and display items.
Virginia Pennypacker hosted tea
for her friends in the formal parlor. As individual ladies arrived,
they were offered tea and conversation. After awhile, they moved
on as other friends showed up for
their time with the lady of the
house.
War and Death—The Influenza
Pandemic
Besides entertaining guests, one
of the uses for parlors was as a
place where a family member’s
casket would be viewed when
they passed. With an increase in
mortality due to the Great War
(World War I) and as the flu pan-

Above: Pennypacker tea service and
china, brown gingko leaf pattern,
Royal Worcester, circa 1888.

demic worsened in 1918, so many
people died in such a short period
of time that parlors were being
used for viewings way more than
entertaining. When the epidemic
was over, the term parlor went
with the death business to funeral
parlors,. Consequently, Ladies
Home Journal made the suggestion that the dead rooms should
be turned into living rooms, for
the living, which made people feel
more comfortable and accepting.
As a result, rather than offering a
viewing of a deceased person in
their home, they were taken to a
funeral parlor. Eventually, funeral
parlors became known as funeral
homes, a much more acceptable
term.
Samuel Pennypacker died on September 2, 1916 and was laid out
in the formal parlor at Pennypacker Mills before being buried at the
Morris Cemetery in Phoenixville.
Informal Parlors
In these rooms, a family would
gather in the evening, sharing the
light of an oil or kerosene lamp.
Reading was a popular activity,
but instead of reading individually
and silently, the family was likely
to listen to someone reading
aloud. Typically, the man of the
house would read aloud, while
women engaged in some form of
sewing or handwork. If no men
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Above: Informal parlor at the Mills.

were present, the women would
take turns reading.

Mawr gave women an education
equivalent to those of men.” We
saw Anna Maria Pennypacker and
her sister, Eliza, Samuel Pennypacker’s daughters, graduate from
Bryn Mawr College. Anna Maria
became a registered nurse. All
these changes had made women
impatient with housekeeping and
the formality of parlors.
Women’s roles were changing.

The use of a sewing machine during these evening gatherings
would probably have been seen as
disruptive in more traditional
households. Women may have
been more likely to use sewing
machines during the day and to
save hand sewing for evenings.
To Have a Parlor or Not
Author Lillian Hart Tryon noted
that the limitations of space in
modern life and the increased expenses of buildings has resulted in
smaller and simpler homes. “The
parlor now is relegated to the cold
and viewless side (of the house), or
is crowded into a corner of the hall.
Life is too full to have patience with
formalities. The cry of the time is
for few friends and good ones.”
Another factor was the change in
the way society viewed women’s
roles. Tryon states, “In the mid1800’s, the only kinds of employment for women were teaching,
needlework, keeping boarders,
working in cotton mills, typesetting, and domestic service. At the
turn of the 20th century, there became a shift. The professions of
law, medicine, and architecture
became open to women. Women
were hired as typists, the reputation of Florence Nightingale had
made nursing honorable, and even
being an actress was not considered disreputable. Colleges like
Vassar, Holyoke, Smith and Bryn

Above: Anna M.W. Pennypacker
(left) and Eliza Pennypacker (right)
in graduation cap & gowns. They
graduated from Bryn Mawr College
in 1897.

Above: Anna Maria W. Pennypacker in nurse uniform, circa
1903.

Tryon states, “By the end of the
century she was moving into an
entirely different world, a world
made by men for men, a world of
facts and figures, of roll-top desks,
of buck passing and ledgers and
letter presses. But is was a world as
filled with adventure and with as
many unfamiliar kinds of weariness, drudgery, and boredom as the
wilderness had imposed on her
mother a generation before. But
this time, her dream house was not
built around a parlor—elegant,
formal, sweet-smelling, and immaculate, a place to sit with your
ankles neatly together; now she
wanted a place where you could
put up your feet, a place to stretch
out, not a place to sit bolt upright
clutching a tea cup. It took a feminist revolution to make women see
that there was some sense in men’s
attitude toward the parlor after
all.”
Today, a living room can be either
formal or informal. The informal
parlor or family room is usually in
the back of the home, as it is at
Pennypacker Mills. It’s sole purpose is for comfort and family
gatherings. However, it is interesting to know how formal parlors
went to being living rooms and
how our lives changed along the
way.

Page 4

Join genealogist Rose Brown and participate in 4—1 hour beginner
classes where you can learn the tools necessary to do your own family genealogy. This program will include a discussion about how, what
and where to find information and the step by step process you’ll
need to follow. Get information on how to interview family members,
visit libraries, archives, cemeteries and use the Internet. Handouts
will be provided. This class size is limited so call today!
Deadline Fri., March 1. Tel: 610-287-9349
Clip and return with payment

Pre-register me for the Beginner Genealogy Classes! You may pay via personal check or
credit card by phone. Call the site for availability before sending a check.
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Name
____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

Street Address

City

_________________________________________
Tel #

___________________________________________________________________
Email for e-confirmation

_____ X $40 = $____________
# People Fee
Total Enclosed

State

Zip Code

Send a check made payable to Pennypacker Mills
Pennypacker Mills 5 Haldeman Road, Schwenksville, PA 19473
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One of the rather unique items in the collection is a petition
to Patrick Gordon regarding Indian troubles in 1728. It was
signed by 71 individuals on the front with 13 additional
names on small sheet fastened to the back. The petition
reads:
To his Excellency Patrick Gordon Esq Governor Generall In
charge Over the Province of pencilvania and the Territor is
thereunto Belonging Bon bevors township and the Adjacancies
Belonging May ye 10th 1728 Were think It fit to Address your
Excellency for Relief for your Excellency must know That we
have Sufered and Is Like to sufer By the Ingians. They have fell
upon Ye Back Inhabitors about falkners Swamp & New
Coshahopin Therefore We the humble Petitioners with our
poor Wives & children Do humbly Beg of your Excelency To
Take It into Consideration and Relieve Us the Petitioners hereof whos Lives Lies At Stake With Us and our poor Wives & children that Is more to us than Life Therefore We the humble Petitioners herefore Do Desire an Answer from your Excellency
By ye Bearer With Speed So no more at present from your
poor Afflicted People Whose names are here Subscribed.

The petition was signed by Henry [Hendrick] Pannebecker, the first of the family to come to Pennsylvania in 1698.
It also contains the signature of John Pawling and Mathias Tyson. Samuel W. Pennypacker described the petition in
his pamphlet "Bebber's Township and the Dutch Patroons of Pennsylvania”. He wrote that it was written by John
Roberts who lived about 3 miles north of Pennypacker Mills and that it contains 77 signatures and that 44 of the
signatures are in Robert's hand. Hans Yost Hite who owned the property here that would later be named Pennypacker Mills is one of the signatures in Robert’s hand. There were rumors of an Indian attack. Eleven Indians in
war paint went door to door looking for food and drink. Twenty armed men pursued the Indians. The Indians
fired, wounding two of the men and the men returned fire injuring one Indian. The affair became much more exaggerated.
This petition is on display in the current exhibit Family Roots which runs until January 31, 2020.

Periodically, we add records to our online collection in Past Perfect. Those interested in viewing these records
can go to: https://pennypackermills.pastperfectonline.com/ With over 45,000 items in the collection, we are
committed to updating our information as records become catalogued.
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Above: Engine No. 123 of Philadelphia & Reading Railroad called, “The Pennypacker Express” with the engine’s six man crew
standing in front, next to the coal car and two passenger cars. Source: Archives at Pennypacker Mills.

Many Montgomery County residents now use the Perkiomen Trail for exercise, however, previously it was a train line bringing passengers from Philadelphia through Montgomery County. According to a 1916 account in the
Town and Country newspaper, the railroad operated four trains (two each
way) from Perkiomen Junction to Skippack Station, which was located just
south of Schwenksville. Two were passenger trains and the other two were a
mix of passenger and freight cars. The 10-mile trip took 40 minutes or about
one mile every four minutes. The Skippack Station was short-lived and by
1916 was long gone.
Above: Samuel Pennypacker standing in
front of the red covered bridge on the
Schwenksville side. Circa 1907. Source:
Archives at Pennypacker Mills.

The history of the Perkiomen Railroad began when the state legislature reincorporated the Norristown and Allentown Railroad Company. In 1867, a
contract was awarded for construction of the southernmost section of the
railroad, from Perkiomen Junction, where the railroad joined the Philadelphia & Reading Railroad Company’s main line. The first train to travel from Perkiomen Junction to Freeland (known
now as Collegeville) occurred on May 8, 1868. Several months later the railroad line was opened northward to
Schwenksville. In 1872, the stretch between Schwenksville and Green Lane was opened. Trains were able to run
to Emmaus, where the Perkiomen Railroad joined the East Pennsylvania Railroad in 1874. If passengers switched
to the East Pennsylvania Railroad line in Emmaus, trains could continue on to Allentown and the Lehigh Valley. With the completion of the Allentown Station, local travelers could connect to the Lehigh Valley Railroad. Town and Country reported that not only had the Perkiomen Branch become a local service line but also a
trunk line from the west. "Trainloads of grain are being transported over this line during the fall of each year enroute from Canada, over the Great Lakes by vessel, transferred into train cars in Buffalo, thence forwarded by rail
over the Lehigh Valley and Perkiomen Railroads to Port Richmond for export to foreign countries.
The Perkiomen Branch of the Philadelphia and Reading Railroad created jobs and fed the area's ice industry, cigar
factories, tourist and hospitality trades, and more. Large quarries were dug along the Perkiomen to supply Philadelphia with cobble stones for their streets. Communities such as Schwenksville grew as Philadelphians built
summer homes and could then commute into the city to work, leaving their families to enjoy fresh air, places to
swim, and boat. Restaurants, inns, a general store and other businesses flourished as the population grew. Items
purchased through the Sears catalogue were delivered by train and then taken to Pennypacker & Bromer, the
general store in town. At Pennypacker Mills, like many dairy farms in the county, milk and butter were transported for sale into the city by train.
As suburbia expanded into the surrounding counties and cars became the preferred mode of transportation, the
Perkiomen Branch eventually ceased around 1978. How many people now would prefer to sit on a comfortable
train rather than sit in traffic?!
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Clip and return with payment

Pre-register my child for the Easter Workshop for Kids! You may pay via personal check
or credit card by phone. Call the site for availability before sending a check. Accompanying adults free. Deadline Fri., April 5.
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Name

____________________________________________________________________________
Street Address

_____________________________________________________________________________________________
City
State
Zip Code

_________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________

Tel #

_____

X $5 =

# Kids

Fee

$____________
Total Cost

Email for e-confirmation

Send a check made payable to Pennypacker Mills
Pennypacker Mills
5 Haldeman Road, Schwenksville, PA 19473

Montgomery Board of Commissioners
Valerie Arkoosh, MD, MPH, Chair
Kenneth E. Lawrence, Jr. Vice Chair
Joseph C. Gale, Commissioner

Pennypacker Mills
5 Haldeman Road
Schwenksville, PA 19473
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At the Mills there grows a profusion of Lily-of-the-Valley blooms each spring. The stalks
are 6 to 8 inches tall and hold 10 to 15 fragrant, waxy white, bell-shaped blossoms. The
Latin name “convallis “means “valley,” and “majalis” means, “of the month of May.” This corresponds to their bloom time, which is anywhere between April and June.
A bit of history:
 This flower is mentioned in the Song of Solomon in the Bible and is considered a symbol of purity and humility, sweetness and renewed happiness.
 In Victorian times, it was often carried in bridal bouquets, sometimes considered the
“fifth thing” that a bride should carry (right after something old, something new, something borrowed and something blue).
 Newly married Dutch couples would often plant Lily-of-the-Valley in their first gardens.
 Like foxglove, Lily-of-the-Valley is poisonous if eaten. So enjoy it’s lovely fragrance in
your garden, in flower arrangements, and use it to your heart’s content!

