THE EDWIN FORREST HOME
AT SPRINGBROOK

By Gerard J. St. John
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Springbrook was the name given to a 111-acre property in Lower Dublin Township, overlooking the Delaware River.  The perimeter of Springbrook measured nearly two miles.  It was named for the clear springs and the stream that ran near its northeastern boundary, down toward the river.  In the early 1800s, Springbrook was an ideal location for wealthy businessmen who wanted a country estate to avoid the oppressive heat and the inevitable scourge of yellow fever in the Philadelphia summer.  
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In approximately 1810, Josiah W. Gibbs, one of the owners of the Pennepack Print Works, built a three-story roughcast yellow stone mansion at the crest of the hill.  Like most river view mansions, the carriage entrance faced away from the river and toward the highway, in this case toward the Bristol Turnpike which we now call Frankford Avenue.  It was a stately mansion with a colonial doorway and two large pillars that supported a small porch that covered the entrance.  Inside the mansion, a wide corridor extended from the front door straight through the house to the door on the river side.  Overlooking the river was a veranda that offered an outstanding view thanks to the gradual slope of the terrain and a wide expanse of open lawn.  
In 1837, Caleb Cope, a silk wholesaler, who also was a director of the Second Bank of the United States, and president of Philadelphia Saving Fund Society, purchased Springbrook from Gibbs.  Cope developed the property as an arboretum.  There were flowers, fruit trees, grape vines and berries in abundance.  Greenhouses outnumbered barns at Springbrook.  One of the greenhouses was situated at the southwest wing of the mansion and served as a conservatory for the rare plants.  It extended from the house in a southerly direction, and was encircled by a pathway that looped around to the veranda.  Serpentine walkways meandered through colorful gardens, by a small lake and past exotic tropical plants.  Local historian Samuel C. Willits noted that the display of Victoria Regia, a large water lily found in Central and South America, made this “villa known throughout the floral world and induced hundreds to come, some from long distances to see it in bloom.”  George H. Stuart, a businessman who is mainly remembered as the first president of the Philadelphia YMCA, bought Springbrook from Mr. Cope.  Stuart called it his “garden estate.”    
In 1865, Springbrook attracted the interest of Edwin Forrest, America’s first great Shakespearean actor.  A native Philadelphian born of modest means, Forrest found his way into the theater at the age of eleven years.  He performed in an era before the development of electricity, when theaters were poorly lighted and had no sound amplification systems.  Forrest had a muscular physique – the result of intensive physical exercise.  Also, he had an exceptional memory and a magnificent voice – a voice that not only could be heard clearly in every part of the theater, but one that also conveyed a wide range of emotions, whether uttered in a whisper or a roar.  He was a sensation both in America and Europe.  After more than forty years in the theatrical limelight, he was a wealthy man.  In October 1865, Forrest purchased the Springbrook property at public auction for the sum of $91,000.  He had big plans for this country estate.
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Springbrook was to be the centerpiece of Edwin Forrest’s will.  He directed his executors to create a nonprofit corporation to manage Springbrook as a permanent residence for actors who, by reason of age or disability could no longer earn a living in the theater.  In contrast to township old age homes, such as the Oxford and Lower Dublin Poor House located three-quarters of a mile to the west, Forrest’s home would be a luxury dwelling.  The poor house was designed to shelter one hundred persons; it was like a grey stone army barracks.   At Springbrook the number of residents was limited to twelve at any one time.  Each resident had a private room that could be furnished as he or she saw fit; and each received a regular allowance sufficient to buy clothing and provide pocket money.  Springbrook was a horticultural jewel that invited its residents to walk among the scenic flowers.  The estate’s carriage was available to transport the elderly residents to church and other venues.  It was a place where all their physical and medical needs would be met without cost.  It even had burial space available in West Laurel Hill Cemetery, where the gravestone identifies the deceased as “Guests of Edwin Forrest.”   
The only obligation of Springbrook’s residents was to participate in two celebrations each year: (1) the April 23rd birthday of William Shakespeare, and (2) the Fourth of July birthday of the United States.  The Board of Managers added a third celebration.  On each March 9th, they celebrated the birthday of Edwin Forrest.  These celebrations were professional theatrical performances.  Actors and actresses who were appearing in the major Philadelphia theaters were invited to participate in the festivities, as were those of the New York Lyceum Theater.  Many of them accepted the invitation.  Professional musicians were hired.  Outsiders and insiders joined together to present dramatic readings and scenes from well known plays.  These celebrations were attended not only by the residents, but by the Board of Managers and high-profile visitors from the entertainment world, people like Ethel Barrymore and escape artist Harry Houdini, in addition to many contemporary theatrical performers whose names are no longer recognized by the general public.  In 1894, on the 330th birthday of Shakespeare, a train from Broad Street Station carried 500 invited guests to Holmesburg Junction where they boarded coaches for the remaining part of their journey to Springbrook.  After a reception and lunch in the mansion, the guests attended a show of music and stage performances in a large white tent set on the lawn.  
The 100th birthday of Edwin Forrest was special.  There were decorations, distinguished guests, festive meals, and a visit to the grave of Edwin Forrest at Old St. Paul’s Episcopal Church on Third Street, south of Walnut, two blocks from the site of his birth.  New York and Philadelphia newspapers carried headline coverage of the celebration, including photographs of the Mayor of Philadelphia with Kate Ludlow Littell, the oldest female resident of the Home. 

The name of the residence was the “Edwin Forrest Home.” The Edwin Forrest Home sounds like an asylum; but that is the name Forrest gave it.  Other words of the plan were equally inept.  For example, a home for “superannuated actors” is a mouthful; “decayed actors” is even worse.  He called the residents “inmates.”  Still, it is clear that Forrest had in mind the use of the word “home” in its best sense.  In contrast to Stephen Girard’s walled-in fortress on Corinthian Avenue, Forrest directed his executors to assure that the enclosure surrounding Springbrook would be low enough to allow a five-foot tall person on the sidewalk to see into the estate.  It would be a place where dramatic acting was taught.  Forrest moved his 6,000-book library into Springbrook.  Additional books were donated to the library by other actors and authors.  The mansion was furnished with artwork and memorabilia that he cherished.  Thomas Ball’s larger-than-life white marble statue of Forrest in the title role of Shakespeare’s Coriolanus was placed in the main corridor, at the foot of the center staircase.  Also in the main corridor were a bust of Shakespeare and a variety of paintings of great actors.  The ground floor of the mansion included sitting rooms, a dining room, and the library.  The rooms were large, with high ceilings, and furnished with hand-carved mahogany and black walnut tables and chairs.  The mansion was decorated throughout with daggers and swords, and other theatrical memorabilia.  Meals were served family style in the formal dining room.  Springbrook was the kind of home where Edwin Forrest would have liked to live.  
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Edwin Forrest died on December 12, 1872; and his will was filed one month later.  The Edwin Forrest Home was promptly incorporated, but remained dormant until the estate’s accounting was approved by the Orphans’ Court.  Forrest’s former wife, Catherine Sinclair, asserted a claim against the estate for dower (the common law right of a surviving spouse to set aside the provisions of a will, and take her share of the estate).  Prior to his death, Forrest had pursued a long, drawn-out, expensive and highly publicized lawsuit against his wife, alleging adultery – and he lost the case.  When he paid the verdict for court-ordered alimony, he thought all claims by or against Catherine were resolved.  He was wrong.  The executors paid Catherine an additional $100,000 to settle her claims against the estate.  In the meanwhile, people claiming to be relatives of Forrest also sought pieces of the estate.  An author claimed payment for a biography that he had not yet completed.  Playwrights sought royalties from theatrical works that they previously sold to Forrest.  Finally, on June 12, 1875, the first accounting was approved by the court, clearing the way for Forrest’s executors to sell the estate’s other properties and to prepare Springbrook for its new residents.  On November 7, 1876, the first resident entered Springbrook.

The Edwin Forrest Home met the goals that were set for it by Forrest’s will.  It was managed by a seven-member blue ribbon Board of Managers that included the Mayor of Philadelphia, Forrest’s executors, and trusted persons who held leadership positions in other Philadelphia institutions.  The home was an attractive facility; and it was well maintained and managed by a competent staff that outnumbered the residents.  
Actors were a segment of society that often had no deep roots in the communities they served and lacked the wherewithal for retirement.  In the theater business of that era, nearly all the proceeds were divided between the star of the show and the owner of the theater.  Supporting actors received little compensation.  Moreover, there was a fairly widespread public prejudice against actors, particularly after the assassination of Abraham Lincoln.  That prejudice even impaired the ability of many actors to arrange for their burials.  
In fifty years of operation at Springbrook, the Edwin Forrest Home provided sanctuary to an estimated eighty residents, giving them a comfortable lifestyle that was beyond their wildest dreams.  The residents were a cross-section of the theatrical world.  Some examples are as follows:

● Kate Ludlow Littell was once a dark-haired leading lady of the Broadway stage, pursued by many admirers.  As years passed, her name dropped lower and lower on the marquee.  No longer were there crowds of young men waiting for her at the stage door after the show.  But now Kate was in her nineties and once again she was a leading lady, albeit a white-haired leading lady at Springbrook where the oldest actress was deemed to be the queen of the house.

● John Jack was an actor known as “Captain Jack” in deference to the rank he achieved in the Civil War.  He was wounded at the battle of Bull Run while serving with the Second Pennsylvania Volunteers.  Captain Jack and his wife Annie Firmin were among the few husband-wife stage teams to reside at Springbrook.  He often played the role of Falstaff in scenes with fellow resident Charles J. Fyffe.

● George W. Barnum was both an actor and a director on the New York stage, but he may be better remembered as an umpire in major league baseball.  He was the first umpire to wear cleated shoes, so as to keep up with the pace of the game.

● Charles J. Fyffe appeared on stage in Canada, South America and the West Indies, in addition to his roles in the United States.  He worked in support of a number of stars, including Edwin Forrest and Edwin Booth.  In 1893, he became the unofficial librarian and historian of Springbrook.  Fyffe also assisted a number of Holmesburg civic and social groups in their charitable efforts, including theatrical performances to raise funds for the relief of victims of the great Galveston hurricane disaster of 1900.
One thing that Edwin Forrest did not fully anticipate was change.  The local government changed.  A dozen years before Forrest bought Springbrook, Lower Dublin Township went out of existence when Philadelphia’s city limits were extended to coincide with the county boundaries.  Changes also occurred along the Delaware River.  A line of railroad track was installed near the river, extending from Trenton to Kensington Station, a few miles south of Springbrook.  Railroads grew in importance and railroad traffic grew in volume, especially when the cross-town tracks made it possible for trains going past Springbrook to continue on through center city, to and from points south.  While older businesses in the northeast used power from mills on Pennypack Creek, railroads now brought coal, oil, and electricity to power the industries that people called “the workshop of the world.”  Additional sets of railroad tracks and railroad sidings were installed.  Gradually, the land between Springbrook and the river became an industrial area.  In 1896, the foreboding Holmesburg Prison took its place next to the House of Correction and the Philadelphia Home for the Indigent as Springbrook’s northern neighbors.    
In 1922, the new Frankford elevated transit line was poised to increase the flow of people into the neighborhoods surrounding Springbrook.  Farmland west of Frankford Avenue was being sold for residential development. The city published plans for new streets, and even proposed streets to run through the Springbrook property.  Meanwhile, the inflation that followed World War I was draining the treasury of the Edwin Forrest Home.  A benefit performance at Philadelphia’s Forrest Theater raised $4,500 for the Home.  Also, the mansion was out of date.  It was an eighteenth century dwelling in the early twentieth century, lighted by oil lamps and lacking in modern plumbing and heating.   Springbrook was no longer the country estate that Forrest knew.  The Board of Managers looked for a new site for the Edwin Forrest Home.  In 1926, Springbrook was sold for $600,000 to real estate developers who demolished the mansion and built exactly the type of high density housing that Forrest’s Board of Managers feared.  After a two-year rental of the Castor mansion on Solly Avenue, the Edwin Forrest Home moved to new quarters on Parkside Avenue, next to the Bala Golf Club in Fairmount Park.    
The Edwin Forrest Home continued operations on Parkside Avenue until 1986, when additional changing circumstances led to its dissolution.  Changes in the entertainment business, actors’ equity contracts, and changes in social security laws resulted in actors being better prepared to deal with the financial perils of old age.  Increasingly, the persons applying for admission to the Edwin Forrest Home were those in need of nursing home care, and the Edwin Forrest Home was not designed to provide that expensive level of healthcare.  The Board of Managers decided to dissolve the Edwin Forrest Home and merge it with the Actors’ Fund of America, a similar but larger organization headquartered in Englewood, New Jersey.  The property of the Edwin Forrest Home was sold and more than one million dollars was transferred to the Actors’ Fund of America.  A wing of the nursing home of the Actors Fund in Englewood is named in honor of Edwin Forrest.

In retrospect, Edwin Forrest’s will achieved a level of significance matched only by Benjamin Franklin’s 200-year trust for the citizens of Philadelphia, and Stephen Girard’s school for “poor white male” orphans.  Forrest’s biographer makes the following observation:
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“Men have sought to perpetuate their memories with hospitals, libraries, schools and statues; few have achieved the kind of living immortality, an unbroken link with the past, a daily reminder of the benefactor’s generosity, that Edwin Forrest achieved in the creation of his Home for ‘decayed actors.’”

The Edwin Forrest Home provided luxury retirement housing for more than one hundred supporting actors over the course of 110 years – the first 50 years of which were at Springbrook.


Throughout Philadelphia, memorabilia of Edwin Forrest remain on display.  Paintings of Forrest by famous artists and photographs by Matthew Brady appear in museums.  A gravestone on the Edwin Forrest Home’s plot in West Laurel Hill Cemetery bears the inscription, “All the World’s a Stage, and all Men and Women Merely Actors.”  The 7-foot marble statue of Forrest that once dominated the main hall of Springbrook now graces the lobby of the Walnut Street Theatre, the site of Forrest’s first professional performance in 1820.

In contrast to the availability of Forrest memorabilia, it is almost impossible to find or appreciate the remains of Springbrook in northeast Philadelphia.  It takes less than an hour to walk its perimeter: From Cottman and Frankford Avenues east to Ditman Street, north to Sheffield Avenue, west to Frankford Avenue, and back to Cottman.  It is a large area.  The streets are narrow.  The houses seem to close in on you.  One of the present-day landmarks is the Mayfair Diner on Frankford Avenue at Bleigh Street.  Two blocks or so behind the diner is the Edwin Forrest Elementary School.  It is located very close to the site of the old Springbrook mansion.  However, there is no view of the river.  The view is obstructed by block after block of two-story rowhouses.  There are no longer any springs, no brook, no lakes, and no serpentine walkways.  There are some flower gardens scattered around the rowhouses, but there are no greenhouses, no Victoria Regia, and no admiring crowds of flower lovers.  On the 111-acre property where a dozen elderly actors once passed their remaining years in comfortable repose, today an estimated six thousand citizens meet the challenges of their everyday lives.  Few of the present-day residents are aware of the role their neighborhood once played in the life of the American theater. 

� 	Moody, Richard.  Edwin Forrest: First Star of the American Stage (A.A. Knopf 1960) at 5.
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