THE OXFORD AND LOWER DUBLIN POOR HOUSE

By Gerard J. St. John
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In 1939, when we moved to the Mayfair neighborhood of Philadelphia, most of the land north of Cottman Avenue was undeveloped.  You could stand on the front steps of our house at 3406 Chippendale Avenue and see open fields for nearly one-half mile up to Rhawn Street where there were a few scattered houses.  About one-quarter mile to the west, on a low ridge line, was a horse farm that consisted of several red barns, a pasture, a hay field, a corn field and a large stone building.  Carved into the archway above the main door of the stone building were the words, “Oxford and Lower Dublin Poor House.”  People generally called it “the poorhouse.”


There is no longer a place called “Lower Dublin.”  But back in the 1700s, Lower Dublin Township included the area roughly north of Cottman Avenue up to about Grant Avenue, and between the Delaware River and the Montgomery County line.  For all practical purposes, Oxford Township included everything south of Cottman Avenue down to about Bridesburg.  Although Oxford and Lower Dublin were both in Philadelphia County, they were outside the city limits.  Oxford and Lower Dublin went out of existence in 1854 when the boundaries of the City of Philadelphia were consolidated with the boundaries of Philadelphia County.


Poorhouses – which were also called almshouses – were an integral part of Pennsylvania’s original public welfare system.  As early as 1705, the Pennsylvania Assembly recognized a responsibility of government to provide for the poor and the indigent.  The Assembly directed justices of the peace annually to elect two or more Overseers of the Poor who were authorized “to levy a tax of one penny per pound (sterling) on real and personal property of citizens of the township, and four shillings per head on all citizens not otherwise rated.”  The money collected through this “poor tax” was “to be used for the relief of poor, indigent and impotent persons inhabiting within the township.”
  After the founding of the United States, Pennsylvania continued to meet its responsibility to the weakest of its citizens through an evolving series of public welfare laws.  Over time, the titles of the governing public agencies changed from Overseers of the Poor to “Directors of the Poor,” “Guardians of the Poor,” “Bureau of Charities and Correction,” and finally “Department of Public Welfare.”


The ranks of the Pennsylvania poor were plentiful.  Included were elderly persons, victims of bank failures and other economic disasters, disabled persons, immigrants far from home, persons with mental difficulties, and persons who, for whatever the reason, were unable to take care of themselves.  
Pennsylvania taxpayers two centuries ago were much like taxpayers today; they recognized a responsibility to the poor and the indigent, but they were wary of creating a welfare class that would be dependent on state handouts.  Taxpayers wanted poorhouses to be closely monitored to make sure that they served only the “deserving” poor.  A stigma was attached to residents of poorhouses.  They were required to register in “poor books.”  In some locations, they were required to wear the letter “P” on the sleeves of their clothing.  Frequently, where poorhouses were built there were also houses of employment where the poorhouse residents were required to work.  On the other side of the coin, there was a tendency on the part of some poorhouse managers to misappropriate poor tax monies for their personal use.  The managers of those facilities required constant supervision.  It was not a perfect system.


Acting under a law adopted in 1807, the Townships of Oxford and Lower Dublin appointed a Board of Overseers of the Poor and began collecting a poor tax.  The Overseers decided to carry out their responsibilities through a poorhouse.  Although the exact details of their decision are not presently available, it appears that they purchased an existing farm of approximately 146 acres.  The north boundary of the farm was one-third mile along Pennypack Creek from Sandy Run east to the old dam that later generations called “the waterfall.”  The farm buildings were at the north end of the property, nestled against the woods that sloped downhill to the creek.  The farm was accessible by an unimproved road that extended from Rhawn Street south along the route of the present-day Rowland Avenue to where Sheffield Street is located, and then west to the farm.  Another unimproved road ran south to what is now Ryan Avenue at about Brous Street.

In 1833, the Directors of the Poor sold the water rights to 2.5 acres along Pennypack Creek to Samuel Comly, who then owned the Calico Printing Works, including the dam near Rhawn Street.  After Comly sold the business, it became known as the Pennepack Printing Works.  In 1854, the poorhouse effectively became part of the City of Philadelphia when the boundaries of the city and the county were consolidated and the city absorbed Oxford and Lower Dublin Townships.  Significantly, title to the poorhouse real estate remained vested in the Directors of the Poor.   

In the late 1850s, the poorhouse was destroyed by fire.  In 1868, the city fathers, in their wisdom determined that the poorhouse site would be an excellent place for a proposed new prison.  The price was right.  With the city and county boundaries consolidated, the city assumed that it already owned the land.  Fortunately for those of us who later made our homes in this area, the City Solicitor issued a legal opinion that title to the real estate remained vested in the Directors of the Poor, and the property could not be used for prison purposes without the consent of the voters.  The city fathers were not willing to put the issue to a democratic vote. 
The overseers decided to build a new poorhouse.  Charles W. Harrison, a Philadelphia merchant who owned a farm in Byberry, north of Red Lion Road, was chairman of the building committee.  George Fox, the owner of Foxdale Farm which was located between the poorhouse and the present day Frankford Avenue, was also instrumental in the decision, as was Theodore A. Hermann, a Holmesburg druggist. In about 1868, a large stone building was constructed to meet the needs of the indigent.  It cost a whopping $30,000!

The poorhouse was designed to provide food and shelter for one hundred persons.  The main floor of the stone building provided a studio and a shop, as well as kitchen facilities, bathrooms and bedrooms.  The second and third floors contained more bedrooms.  Outside, there were chicken coops, a springhouse and a vegetable garden in addition to a large hay field and a cornfield.  The farm buildings consisted of a carriage house, two barns and a corncrib. 
In 1883, the Board of Commissioners of Public Charities inspected the poorhouse and found that it housed 57 persons.  Most of the residents were elderly.  Twenty residents were foreign born.  Men and women occupied opposite wings of the building and had separate exercise yards. Registers for heat and ventilation, bathrooms, and other necessities were available.
Anna Hallowell and Catherine K. Meredith, members of the County Visitors Committee, reported as follows:

“The poor-house we found to be properly an alms-house, that is, a refuge for the aged and decrepit poor. Among the inmates we did not see one able-bodied person, though several of the elderly men and women seemed capable of doing a little labor about the house and farm. The steward explained the absence of able-bodied women, by the resolution of the board of guardians, a year or more ago, to keep no children in the poor-house, but to put every child coming to them into the Pauline Home, at Germantown….”


In about 1905, the City came up with another potential use for the poorhouse property.  They proposed to use it as the site for new facilities to treat the insane.  Again the city fathers were reluctant to submit their idea to the voters; and like the proposed prison, the mental health facilities were built elsewhere.

In the 1930s, during the Great Depression, government construction projects by the Civil Works Administration (CWA) and the Works Progress Administration (WPA) improved the area surrounding the poorhouse.  Bridle paths were developed along Pennypack Creek.  The “boathouse” swimming area was opened just downhill from the poorhouse pasture.  The old dam was rebuilt and became a waterfall.  A drainage system was constructed to carry water from Sandy Run and surrounding storm sewers into Pennypack Creek.  Spurred by these improvements, private housing development sprung up on the land adjacent to Rowland Avenue.  The prices of those houses –$5,000 for a middle-of-the-row house and about $7,000 for a corner property – were high for the Depression era.  Times were changing, and the old poorhouse was coming to the end of its trail.


Pennsylvania’s welfare laws were also changing.  In 1938, the Pennsylvania Legislature abolished the Directors of the Poor and transferred title to their real estate to the City of Philadelphia.  The poorhouse was shut down.  Its residents were sent to Philadelphia’s Home for the Indigent at Riverview.  A caretaker was assigned to maintain the poorhouse property and continue the operation of the farm.  
Vested with the power of ownership, the city fathers came up with another new idea for the poorhouse grounds.  In 1940, they proposed to build a public housing project using mainly federal funds.  The city tried to force its plan on the public, treating it as a fait accompli.  Local residents rose up and challenged the proposal.  Their real estate taxes were among the highest in the city, and they were angry.  Meetings were held at the Mayfair Baseball Field at the corner of Rowland and Ryan Avenues.  Homeowners made it clear that they would cast their votes against any city official who supported this proposal.  Confronted with strong public opposition, the city backed down.  The housing project was built elsewhere. 
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In 1942, the country was at war, and food was in short supply. The open land between the poorhouse and Rowland Avenue, from Shelmire to Sheffield Streets, was made available to the public for use as vegetable gardens.  They were called “Victory Gardens.”  It was part of a nationwide effort to supplement the country’s food supply.  Each garden was about the size of an average rowhouse living room (about 14’x15’).  The most common crops were tomatoes, lettuce, cabbage, carrots and radishes.  Some of the neighborhood gardeners were more talented than others.  They built elaborate trellises and also grew string beans, lima beans and peas.  
Jim McMahon, who lived on the 3500 block of Chippendale Avenue, still recalls his father regularly walking two blocks with a hoe and a rake to take care of his victory garden.  The photo above shows behind Philip McMahon the stakes that marked the boundaries of his and nearby plots.  Nationwide, victory gardens produced an amount of fresh vegetables equal to the total commercial production of those items.
  Some of the victory gardens continued to be used for several years after the victory was won.

In 1946, the large two-level barn was destroyed in a spectacular fire.  At that time, the only occupants of the poorhouse were the caretaker, Logan Jamieson, and members of his family.  One of those family members was Charles Durr, who had recently returned from wartime service in the Marine Corps.  When the fire was discovered, Charles ran to the stables on the ground level of the blazing barn.  He took off his shirt, soaked it in water and draped the shirt over the head of one of the frightened horses.  One-by-one, Durr led the horses outside to the safety of the pasture.  An article in The Mayfair Times described Charles Durr as a hero.
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Charles’ brother Ron Durr, who now lives in Ambler, was eleven years old at the time of the fire.  Ron was fond of the horses: a big black horse named Smokey, and a brown horse named Dixie.  The horses were owned by Peggy Mayers, a resident of Frankford.  Durr recalls that one-half of the hay grown at the poorhouse was sent to Holmesburg Prison; although he does not know why that was the case.  Closer to home, Durr still recalls the blackberries that grew wild around the edge of the pasture.   The photo above shows the view north from one of the upstairs bedrooms (circa 1946).  Ron Durr’s sketches of the poorhouse building and grounds are attached to the end of this article.
Despite the devastating fire, the ground level of the barn continued to be used to stable the horses.  Also, it was an attractive, albeit dangerous place for local children to play.  That danger was brought home one afternoon when a neighborhood boy lost an eye in an accident that occurred in the burned-out stables.  The old farm was becoming what lawyers call “an attractive nuisance.”  It would have to go.

In the meanwhile, the city came up with another proposed use for the poorhouse grounds.  The city proposed that the site be used for a needed public high school for northeast Philadelphia.  A major obstacle to this proposal was that a substantial parcel of land at the northwest corner of Rowland and Ryan Avenues was owned by Mayfair A.A., a community organization that maintained three baseball fields, a small wading pool and a playground at that site.  Mayfair A.A. was reluctant to go along with the city’s proposal because it would leave the community without its athletic fields and, besides, the city had a long record of changing its priorities.  The property might be used for something other than a school.  
After negotiations, the parties reached agreement.  The city gave assurance that the property would be used for school purposes.  Moreover, the city assured that the athletic facilities would be available for use by the public.  With those assurances, Mayfair A.A. agreed to the proposal and conveyed its land to the city.
The high school was built near the intersection of Rowland and Ryan Avenues.  John Gindhart, president of Mayfair A.A., was employed as the watchman for the construction project.  The farm buildings were demolished, and the open ground was graded for use as athletic fields.  The old stone poorhouse was the last to go.  Abraham Lincoln High School opened in 1950 – before construction was completed.  During that first school year, a fire erupted in the old poorhouse.  Afterward, the poorhouse building was demolished.  Lincoln High’s main baseball diamond was built just north of the site of the old poorhouse building.  The third base line was aligned parallel to the axis of the old stone building.
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In 2009-2010, a new high school building was constructed to the west of the original high school.  Lincoln High seems to be moving closer to the Poorhouse site.  The photo at the left shows the site of the old Poorhouse as it appeared in May 2010. 
Today, the poorhouse property is a 146-acre campus for secondary education.  The campus includes Abraham Lincoln High School, the Austin Meehan Middle School, and a large expanse of athletic fields.  It is a tribute to the foresight of the overseers who originally purchased the property, and to the initiative of the local citizens who exercised their civic responsibilities and resisted a series of undesirable ideas thrust upon them by municipal officials over the years.  After more than two centuries, the Oxford and Lower Dublin Poor House continues to serve the community very well. 
[image: image6.png]Philip McMahon tending his victory garden on the Poorhouse
grounds near Rowland Avenue in 1942.





PLOT PLAN OF OXFORD AND LOWER DUBLIN POOR HOUSE (1946)

Drawn by Ron Durr (2010)
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LAYOUT OF OXFORD AND LOWER DUBLIN POORHOUSE

Drawn by Ron Durr (2010)
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