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The Adirondack Chair:
Rooted in the History of Disease

Above: The Yale University Art Gallery obtained a Westport chair for its collection in
2002. (Yale University Art Gallery)

Today, many of us can enjoy the
restful experience of sitting in an
Adirondack chair as a gentle breeze
wafts over us on a summer day. What
could be better? Back in the late 19th
century, these chairs played a very
important role in helping people heal
from the very contagious disease,
tuberculosis (TB).
According to Dr. Lawrence F. Flick, of
the Henry Phipps Institute, “An
individual inhales the dust carrying
tubercle bacilli which is then
implanted in the bronchial lymphatic
glands or in the glands of the upper
respiratory tract. The disease lies
dormant in these glands or else slowly
progresses during a period of years,

until finally in the grown-up individual,
under the stress and the vicissitudes of
life and under the demands of labor
and deprivation, the bacilli having
gotten into the lungs or some other
tissue by way of the lymphatic’s or the
circulation, it breaks out full force.”
Since there were no medications for
this disease, local charities and
governments were forced to use very
basic methods to treat it. These
methods included intensive screening
for TB among high risk populations
and improvement of staff and facilities.
It was paramount that the patients
complete therapy and the threat of
detention for individuals who do not
adhere to doctor’s order ensured
completion. Adirondack Chairs, cont. on Pg. 2
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Porch Performance:
“Fire in the Hole”
Sat., July 16 4 pm Free
Boomerang Workshop
Sat., July 30
10 am to 12 pm Free
August
In the Good Old Summertime
Sun., Aug. 7
1-3 pm Free
Porch Performance:
“Sherlock Holmes & the
Speckled Band”
Sat., Aug. 20 4 pm Free

Letterhead: Escutcheon plate, featuring a bee hive, on second floor dresser at Pennypacker Mills
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Tuberculosis targeted everyone.
However, urban minorities and
indigent individuals were greatly
affected. Since there were no
medications for this disease,
local charities and governments
were forced to use very basic
methods to treat it.

nursing care. However, the
curative powers of the
Adirondacks outdoors lured
many and while plenty died of
the disease, enough were
able to recover, which
brought many more in the
hopes of a cure.

Tuberculosis was known as
Throughout Saranac Lake in
“consumption” for the way it
New York State, some
wasted or consumed its victims. It Above: The Adorondack Cottage Sanitarium was later
residents rented out their
named Trudeau Sanatorium following the physician’s
had plagued America’s growing
homes, which became known
urban cities since it was identified death in 1915. (Historic Saranac Collection)
as “cure cottages,” where city
in 1882. It was responsible for 1 in 7 deaths
dwellers with TB could hope for a cure. Boarding houses
worldwide. It was the leading killer in 20th century New
built “cure porches,” which were spacious, open-air
York and Philadelphia.
balconies where patients could spend hours outdoors.
This is where we begin to see the use of specialized
Many middle and upper class people of means
chairs for outdoor recuperation. The earliest patients sat
escaped the stifling cities and set up living
arrangements in the mountains where they would
reconnect with nature through hunting, fishing and
hiking. New York office worker Marc Cook, who was
sick with tuberculosis, moved to the mountains in a
last effort to get well. He recovered and shared his
health experience in 1881 in a book entitled, The
Wilderness Cure. That phrase and the idea that the
mountain regions were a healing environment became
the impetus for the
Adirondacks and of
sanatoriums to
treat the growing
Above: Men rest on cure chairs on porch. (Historic
numbers of TB
Saranac Lake Collection)
patients who were
seeking a way to
outdoors on collapsible steamer chairs or rockers or
regain their health.
pulled two stationary chairs together to get comfortable.
They wore heavy coats and were covered in blankets. At
A few years after,
the start of the 20th century, a “cure chair” was
New York physician
invented that was a chaise lounge-like recliner modeled
Edward Livingston
on those used in European sanatoriums. These chairs
Trudeau, also a TB
Above: New York physician and
had wide armrests, an adjustable back and springs that
tuberculosis survivor Edward
patient, moved to
supported a comfortable cushion and gave people a
Livingston Trudeau ran a laboratory the mountains in
much more comfortable way to lie outdoors. With the
dedicated to TB research and
the hope of getting
growing popularity of these chairs, numerous
treatment in Saranac Lake. (Historic well. He survived
manufacturers began to market them.
Saranac Lake Collection)
TB and stayed to
establish a
It was Boston resident Thomas Lee who was determined
sanatorium and laboratory dedicated to TB research
to make a simple but comfortable chair which family
and treatment. Trudeau believed a key part of
members could enjoy the view of Lake Champlain from
recuperation from TB involved prolonged exposure to
his home in Westport, New York. Between 1900 and
the region’s cold, dry mountain air. Many feel it is one
1903 he experimented with different types of wood and
of the factors one notices when you come to the
shapes, sizes and positioning until he came up with an
Adirondacks. The air smells better and a person feels
angled chair with a comfort level that was better than
better too. While Trudeau took advantage of the
other types. His chair had eleven boards to make a wide
positive experience of the Adirondacks, he was at
chair with a solid plank back set at a 90 degree angle
heart, a scientist. He attributed the recovery to good
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Tuberculosis was known as “consumption” for the way it wasted or consumed its victims.
toward the sloping seat. The armrests were 9-1/2 inches wide
and it was said that the chair would open your chest up when
you sat in it, which many felt contributed to TB patients’
recuperation. Lee’s chair construction reflected the area’s
long tradition of simple, practical furniture made by local
carpenters. His design proved so popular that in 1904, when
his friend Harry C. Bunnell was in need of winter income, Lee
shared his plans for the chair. Without Lee’s knowledge,
Bunnell patented the design with a few new features.
Bunnell’s design added a soft, drop-down footrest, and an
accommodation for a bedpan. It was called an invalid’s chair.
Eventually, these chairs became known as convalescent
furniture. Bunnell never received permission from Lee to alter
his invention or to market it, but Lee was well off and let it
pass.
According to author David Mack, the Bunnell chair was sold for
$4 out of a retail store in Westport, NY. By the 1950’s,
antibiotics and other medications for tuberculosis made the
use of sanitariums obsolete and cure chairs unnecessary.
Left: Henry C. Bunnell, of Westport,
New York’s Chair, patented July 18,
1905 (US Patent 794,777)

Throw it and it comes back to you!
10 am to 12 pm

Sat., July 30
Free, pre-registration preferred

All ages can participate in this one-of-a-kind workshop where you’ll learn the story behind this popular toy of the
early 1900’s and then make several of different designs. Here are some fun facts about boomerangs:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Boomerangs are different than “throwing sticks;” as a boomerang returns to the thrower
Historically, they were used for hunting, sport & entertainment;
They come in various shapes and materials;
Boomerangs can be made for right and left handed throwers!

A boomerang is not thrown like a Frisbee. It has to be thrown almost vertically, with an incline of about 20
degrees and lots of rotation. Don’t worry, we’ll show everyone how it’s done. One reason it’s a great activity at the
Mills is that you need a field big enough.
Our boomerang models are made of cardboard and come in different shapes. Make a few and see which design
works best for you.
All supplies are provided. This is an outdoor workshop and will be held on the mansion porch.
Call today and pre-register: 610-287-9349 or email us at PennypackerMills@montcopa.org
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Join us for two outstanding outdoor performances on the Pennypacker mansion porch which are sponsored by
the Friends of Pennypacker Mills for the enjoyment of our visitors. These two performances are FREE.
Bring a chair or blanket to sit on the lawn as you enjoy these engaging performances. The Pennypacker mansion
will be open on both dates between 10 am and 4 pm for free guided tours. Last possible tour is at 3 pm. Tours
take 1 hour. Walk the area surrounding the meadow and find the answers to questions on our Scavenger Hunt
activity. Pick up a brochure in the parking lot kiosk and begin your quest! Fun for all ages!

Fire in the Hole

Sherlock Holmes & the Speckled Band

A One Man Performance of Life in a
Pennsylvania Coal Mine

A One Man Adaptation of the Classic
Mystery Story

Sat., July 16 4—5 pm Free
All ages welcome

Sat., August 20 4—5 pm Free
All ages welcome

Coal was the fuel of
America’s Industrial
Revolution and no one
knows the dangers of “life
below ground” better than
Irish miner, Frank Kehoe.
Learn of life in the “patch,”
the company store, the
progression from breaker
boy to “miner with
papers,” the Mollie
Maguires and the United Mine Workers Strike of
1902.
Rich Pawling offers a performance focusing on life in
the coal mines of Pennsylvania at the turn of the
20th century. Pawling gives a first-person
performance that is historically accurate and blends
history with music to entertain and educate he
audience.
An award winning educator and interpreter, Pawling
is a master at captivating audiences of all ages.

Neill Hartley portrays
Sherlock Holmes in a
thrilling version of the
short story by Arthur Conan
Doyle. See Sherlock
Holmes in his study
working out the mystery.
Then follow him to an old
mansion where he must
stop a killer from
committing
another
horrible crime!
Following the performance, there is a short
informational section about Arthur Conan Doyle and
a history of his most famous character, Sherlock
Holmes. The presentation is completed with a
question and answer period with the audience.
Neill Hartley is professional actor who has performed
his one-man shows for hundreds of groups. He
works with many regional theaters and is on the
theater faculty of the University of the Arts in
Philadelphia.
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Sun., August 7

Relive the lazy days of summer at Pennypacker Mills.
Play lawn games of croquet, jump rope and ring toss
and then try your hand at table top games like Jacob’s
Ladder, the ball and cup, flip books,
kaleidoscopes, spinning tops, yoyo’s, hoops, and geometric puzzles.
In the days before television,
movies, videos and other “modern”
technology, it was simple, yet
intriguing games that were the most
popular.
Enter the Pennypacker mansion and tour through two
floors of this stately home of Pennsylvania’s Governor
Samuel W. Pennypacker and his family. You’ll be
amazed how comfortable this early 1900’s home was
with indoor plumbing, hot and cold running water,
modern bathrooms, central heat using a coal furnace,
and a modern and functional servant’s wing with a
butler’s pantry, kitchen and laundry room.
On the second floor, stop by the newest exhibit, “The 3D History of Stereographs.” See
how 3-D images were so popular
and used optical illusion devices to
combine two images into one, with
some things looking closer and
others farther away.
If you think doing laundry these days is not fun, find out
the “real” story of how laundry was done with a
washboard, wringer, and clothes line. Try a variety of

1 to 3 pm

Free

gadgets to see which ones you
think do the best job. Discover
what a clothespin is...we won’t
reveal the answer...we’ll let you
figure it out!
Visit the 1900’s History Center
and explore the many hands—on
exhibits. Inside the General
Store, take on the role of a family
living in Schwenksville 100 years
ago. Shop for a week’s worth of
food and other necessities. Find
out how important a General Sore was in many
communities. Did you know that the General Store was
also the post office? How did you make a telephone
call? Did you know the checker board was not just a
game to play, but a reason to stop by and connect with
your friends? The General Store was way more than just
a store. It was a community gathering space, a place to
pick up your mail and packages that were ordered
through a catalogue.
Along with all the fun activities, take a stroll around the
meadow and enjoy finding the answers to the
Scavenger Hunt. Pick up a
brochure at the parking lot
kiosk or at the front door and
begin your journey!
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One of the fascinating things about Pennypacker Mills is the incredible collection of
artifacts, personal papers and newspaper clippings that Samuel Pennypacker preserved.
Unlike so many historic sites, we have thousands of documents which help us interpret the
story here and at times, give us insight into issues and events. Below is one such event,
which, while, not of major importance, it does offer us a sense of what it was like at
Pennypacker Mills during the month of August when Samuel was in his second year of
office. Enjoy!

Samuel Pennypacker
circa 1905

The Philadelphia Press
Friday, August 19, 1904

Pennypacker Laughs To See Himself as “Hero”
Norristown, Aug. 18 (Special).—An old-fashioned barn
party, including a theatrical performance, on Governor
Pennypacker’s Schwenksville farm several days ago is
the talk of the Perkiomen Valley, and Summer
boarders in that vicinity are beginning to realize that
they missed a rare entertainment.
The Governor’s big barn lent itself admirably for the
purpose, the occasion being preliminary to “gathering
in the sheaves” from the Governor’s promising acres.
The “function” was purely a family affair with a few
outsiders invited. In all twenty-five persons were
present.
The clever presentation of several theatrical skits by
the young people was one of the features.
A telling burlesque representing the Governor’s
Inspection of the Troops,” brought forth broad smiles
of approval from the onlookers, including the
Governor himself.

The enactment of a
local tragedy made
a “hit.” The drama
brought forth the
chief episode of a
legend of the
mysterious
disappearance and
probably murder of
a drover in the Perkiomen Valley many years ago. No
one in the audience enjoyed the historical allusions
more than the Governor.
Refreshments were served, including cider and apple
butter from the early fruit in the orchard, gilt-edge
butter from the dairy and old-fashioned homemade
bread baked for the occasion.
People who were not invited to the performance want
the Governor to take his amateur troupe on a tour of
the State, believing the attraction would draw larger
houses than anything else on the road.
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NORTH AMERICAN, PHILADELPHIA
Saturday, June 14, 1915
————————————By Samuel W. Pennypacker
Former Governor of Pennsylvania and author
IT CANNOT be said that a knowledge of books is at all essential. Tamerlane and
Charlemagne both founded empires, and neither of them can be said to have
been much benefited by acquaintance with books. It is remarkable that even literature itself has often been most advanced by men who had received little assistance from what their predecessors had written. It is doubtful whether Homer ever
saw a book, and Shakespeare certainly had read very few of them.
Nevertheless, we ought to read books, certain phases of literary production being
excepted, because if we have sufficient acumen to analyze and digest, we may
either gather information or sharpen our wits.
It is better to own the books rather than to borrow or impose on the good nature
of others or to sit on a stool in a public library, while we read, because for the further reason that we always
cherish more carefully and give more attention to that in which we can claim proprietorship.

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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Imagine you are taking a walk through
Pennypacker Mills and you come upon a page
from a children’s picture book, laminated, and
mounted on a sign in the ground. As you walk
along the path, you discover another page, and
then another, and you realize you’re reading a
story!
StoryWalks combine the pleasures of reading
wonderful children’s books aloud with all the joys
and benefits of walking together outdoors.
StoryWalks are fun, educational activities that
place the pages from a children’s story along a
walking route.
We invite your family to do the MontcoStoryWalk
at Pennypacker Mills. There is convenient parking
on the left as you enter the site and the
StoryWalk begins on the right, just after you pass
through the main gate.

Our first story is George Washington and the
General’s Dog, which tells the true story of the
Revolutionary War encampment that happened here
at the Mills in the fall of 1777.
The StoryWalk will end near our public restroom
where you can use the bathroom, get drink of water,
rest on a bench, and walk down the pathway to the
mansion for a free tour. Periodically, we’ll change the
story so families can return to read more fascinating
stories and get out in the fresh air and exercise! Put
on your sneakers and get walking! It’s Free!
This program is made possible through a partnership
between the Montgomery County Office of Public
Health and Pennypacker Mills and is funded by the
Pa. Department of Health’s Preventative and Health
Services Block Grant.

