PEEKS ACROSS THE ROOFTOPS.

By Gerard J. St. John


It is a Philadelphia number: 696,360,565,246,403,430,151,311,852.  In Philadelphia, nearly everyone can recite that number from memory, without any notes.  They can even do it backwards.  It is part of their lives.  It is a list of the stops on the Market-Frankford Elevated between the 69th Street Terminal and Second Street, that is 69th St., 63rd St., 60th St., and so on, right down to 8th St., 5th St. and 2nd St.  It is the east-west leg of the subway-elevated line.  The north end of the line is at Bridge Street, just one block removed from another unique Philadelphia feature, the intersection of Frankford and Cheltenham Avenues.  In all of Philadelphia, it is the only intersection of two major avenues at which there is a cemetery on each of the four corners, Cedar Hill and Mt. Carmel Cemeteries east of Frankford Avenue and North Cedar Hill Cemetery on the west side.  But the best part of the Frankford El is its rooftop view of the city’s neighborhoods from Wissinoming to Cobbs Creek.


The Frankford neighborhood of Philadelphia dates back to colonial times when it was a separate town.  Its residential area was long established before the elevated tracks were constructed in 1922.  Between Bridge Street and Frankford Hospital, the buildings are set far back from Frankford Avenue.  It is only as you approach Margaret and Orthodox Station that the two story buildings seem to close in on and press against the elevated structure.  It is the rare second-floor tenant whose shades are not pulled down to the sills as the elevated trains pass right by their windows.  After Church Station, the tracks ease to the west, over Kensington Avenue toward Erie-Torresdale.  The vista opens for the passage over Frankford Creek and then over the cross-town line of the Pennsylvania Railroad.  The large smokestack of “Boger & Crawford Company” signals the approach of Tioga Station, which is the start of the textile district and the tightly constructed brick row houses that were built with textile workers in mind.  It is a straight run past Allegheny to Somerset, which anchors the north side of the trestle bridge over the Reading Railroad’s line to the Port Richmond coal loading piers on the Delaware River.


It is unlikely that an out-of-town visitor would recognize Somerset as a memorable El stop.  Somerset is a narrow street that intersects Kensington Avenue at a ninety degree angle from the east but then slants off at a forty-five degree angle to the left on the west side.  In contrast, Kensington Avenue is a wide, straight street, topped by the elevated tracks that give it the feeling of an open-air tunnel.  There are store-front shops on both sides of Kensington Avenue but the major shopping area is a few blocks north, closer to Allegheny Avenue.  All in all, Kensington and Somerset is a pretty drab part of town.  Nonetheless, we spent a lot of time on the northeast corner of Somerset at Kensington Avenue.  That was where the old 54 trolley stopped; and the 54 trolley was the route that took you up Lehigh Avenue to Shibe Park where both the Phillies and the A’s played baseball.


Waiting for the trolley, it was inevitable that one would walk around Kensington Avenue looking at the local shops.  Just a few doors away from Somerset Street was one of Philadelphia’s Depression-era institutions, Cambria A.C., the fight club often referred to as “the pit.”  It was a starting place for fighters who would begin with club fights and then work their way up to major boxing cards.  Of course, not many of them made it to the big time; and in those days, the big time was not all that big.  The gross receipts for a boxing match were pretty much limited to the actual attendance at the fight.  It was before the days of world-wide television and pay-per-view promotions.  In the late 1940's and early 1950's, the best fighters in the city were coming out of the North Philadelphia neighborhoods, not Kensington or Port Richmond.  Even in its heyday, the Cambria was just a place for local guys to make a few bucks doing what they would have been doing on the street corner anyway.  The “older guys” who worked at Frankford Post Office part-time at Christmas used to talk about fighting at the Cambria when jobs were scarce and the “purse” was just a few gift certificates at department stores and local shops.  They didn’t want the merchandise.  They would sell the certificates to their friends.


In the 1930's, “Iron Mike” German ran the Cambria.  They called him Iron Mike because of the old black derby that he wore.  In those days, many derbies were really combat helmets that would provide protection in an all-out brawl.  The helmets were manufactured in the same shape as a real derby and were coated with a black material that looked like felt.  Those derbies were known as “Iron Mikes.”  The mere fact that someone wore an Iron Mike gave you fair warning as to his pugnacious propensities.  If his nickname was “Iron Mike,” the inference was almost mandatory.  


The Route 54 trolley was not the only occasion for stopping at the Somerset El Station.  There was also the matter of shoes.  In the 1940's there were no consumer warehouses or shopping malls filled with shoe stores.  Life was simpler then.  Everyone went to Freedman’s Shoe Store where the sign said that they sold “sample” shoes.  Those were the shoes that salesmen used as demonstrator models, or sometimes stores put them on the shelves to display their wares.  Also, the Freedmans might have purchased left-over inventory from a prior year’s models -- but shoe styles didn’t change much from year to year.  Whatever the source of their inventory, the Freedmans sold a whole lot of shoes.  Everyone in the Kensington-Bridesburg-Richmond area bought their shoes at Freedmans, as did many of us from the Mayfair-Holmesburg area.


Freedman’s Shoe Store was on the first floor of a single house on William Street, about two blocks east of Kensington Avenue and one block off Somerset.  It was a dilapidated location.  The entire area smelled of the dank wool that was stored in the lofts of the local spinning mills.  Some of the old brick buildings were falling down.  A number of poor black families lived in the badly maintained buildings.  They must have been poor.  If they weren’t poor, they would have lived somewhere else.  


A large sign on the shoe store announced the name “Freedman’s,” but we always called it “Dave’s.”  The Freedman brothers ran the store, and Mom and Dad and all of our aunts and uncles invariably referred to it as “Dave’s.”  We were instructed to tell Dave who we were and that everyone said “hello.”  Dave was a bulky man, with thick, wavy, gray hair and glasses.  He sometimes had trouble remembering who we were, even after we told him.  On the other hand, Tommy, the bald one with the big black cigar always remembered us and said to be sure to say “hello” to Kathryn and Agnes.  (Aunt Agnes recalls that his name was “Joe” and not “Tommy.”  The other brothers were Mike (Morris) and Lew.  But I remember “Tommy.”) I wondered why no one called the place “Tommy’s.”  The hallmark at Freedmans was that no one ever rushed a customer.  The Freedman brothers would wait on someone all night if that was necessary, walking back and forth into side rooms that were filled from floor to ceiling with shoe boxes.  No one ever complained.  They knew that they would get the same relaxed treatment when their turn came.  On the rare occasions when the store was not busy, the Freedmans would open the door at the far side of the sales area.  It was the kitchen of the old house, and they would sit there and eat their lunch and relax just as if they were at home -- and maybe they were.


It is hard to remember the last time that we went to Dave’s.  It was not that we deliberately made up our minds not to go there any more, and certainly we did not stop wearing shoes.  But times change.  Shopping centers sprung up in the suburbs; and then came the enclosed malls and the superhighways that took you there and back in no time at all.  The Somerset El Station somehow became a long way to go, to say nothing of the three block walk once you reached the bottom of the station steps.  Back in the 1970's, I saw a newspaper article about the last of the Freedmans.  At the time of his death, he lived in the Rittenhouse Square area.  The article said that his will left several hundred thousand dollars to one of the downtown hospitals.  The Freedmans sold one helluva lot of shoes.


Beyond Somerset, the tracks swing slightly to the left and continue over Front Street.  Four stops later, after Huntingdon, York and Dauphin, and Berks, is Girard, the last major stop before the el dips down under ground level and turns sharply to the right, continuing its subway run under downtown Market Street.  Girard Avenue is every bit as important to Philadelphia’s street system as Stephen Girard was to Philadelphia’s economy.  It runs from Cobbs Creek Park in West Philadelphia clear across town to the Delaware River.  In 1844, when Girard College was opened between 19th and 26th Streets, Girard Avenue was in the suburban countryside.  At the turn of the century, Broad and Girard was a very fashionable residential location.  It included the mansions of the Wideners, the Elkins, and the Bouviers.  By 1950, every inch of Girard Avenue was in the “inner city.”  The El-stop at Front and Girard was what the real estate appraisers call a “mixed use” area.


In the mix were banks, retail stores, machine shops, industries, row houses and breweries.  From the Frankford El, the view was intriguing.  Directly across from the platform on the east side was a large corrugated metal roof of a machine shop.  In 1954, during Hurricane Hazel, about half of that roof rose up two feet or so, as if it was on a string, and slammed back down, almost falling to the street.  A few doors to the north was a one-story brick building with a terra cotta tile roof.  It was an out-dated public bath house.  It looked like it had not been used for years.  Come to think about it, some of the people in that part of the neighborhood looked like they hadn’t had a bath in years.  A block or so to the south were a group of brick buildings that took up almost an entire block but no two of them were the same.  They were different heights, different widths, and different depths.  Each roof had a slightly different slant than its neighbor.  And they were built right next to each other, much like row homes.  It was a classic example of hodge-podge construction.


The intersection of Front and Girard had an unmistakable air.  It smelled like blueberry muffins.  Of course, it was not blueberries.  It was Schmidt’s Brewery, two blocks to the west.  C. S. Schmidt & Sons Brewing Company was a big operation and the brewing process permeated the morning air with a sweet aroma.  But my morning interest was not Schmidt’s beer.  My destination was three blocks east of the Girard El stop.  I spent the summer of 1954 working in the office of Fred Woodland’s steel fabricating business.  Woodland Steel Fabricators was located on one of Philadelphia’s great streets.  


Shackamaxon Street intersects Girard three blocks east of Front Street.  On the east side, Shackamaxon runs for about two hundred yards, one long block and then two small cross-streets, close together.  About halfway down the block on the left is another small street that runs parallel to Girard.   About half of the buildings on Shackamaxon Street were brick homes.  The houses had been built individually but in some cases they were right next to each other.  Scattered among the homes were commercial businesses, including a few storage yards.  Woodland’s business was near the middle of the block.  The office had once been the living room of a two-story brick house.  Next door was a long fabricating shop that probably was built as a livery stable.  At the end of the block, past the two intersecting streets were Delaware Avenue, the waterfront and a concentration of sugar manufacturing plants.  It was part of a close-knit community that they called Shackamaxon.  I used to walk through the neighborhood at lunchtime, usually picking up a beerwurst sandwich at a local deli.


Shackamaxon is an Indian name.  It is the name that the Delawares gave to the area long ago.  Under a leafy elm tree at Shackamaxon in 1682, William Penn negotiated an historic treaty with the Indians.  It is said to be the only treaty with the Indians that was not confirmed with an oath; and the only treaty with the Indians that was not broken.  But things change.  About a block north of Shackamaxon Street on Delaware Avenue is Penn Treaty Park.  A small stone monument marks the spot of the leafy elm.  No one could expect the elm tree to survive for three hundred years, particularly on the Delaware River.  Fred Woodland’s business did not survive either.  Steel fabricators hit the skids about thirty years ago when the steel industry virtually died out in this region.  And the deli that used to make the beerwurst sandwiches, that is gone too.  It was among the many properties demolished to make room for Interstate I-95.  Maybe Penn could have put something in his treaty to prevent that.  The interstate cut the soul out of the old Shackamaxon neighborhood.  There is no memorial marker for the neighborhood, just a concrete highway.  


If you want to know what the old Shackamaxon neighborhood was like, you will not find it on a memorial stone or on a concrete highway.  But you can get a good idea from a rock -- Rocky Balboa that is.  The first “Rocky” movie was filmed in the Shackamaxon-Fishtown area, but the filmmakers took great care to avoid showing how I-95 cuts through it.  Interestingly, many moviegoers thought that Rocky was filmed in South Philadelphia, probably because of the sequence of Rocky running through the Italian Market.  Real Philadelphians know better.  The Frankford El rumbling by in the background is a dead giveaway.
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