MAYFAIR TIMES.

By Gerard J. St. John


I overheard the discussions about a new house and a new baby.  Both came at about the same time, in March 1939.  I specifically remember driving to the new house.  I preferred to ride in Uncle Jim’s old-fashioned car rather than in Dad’s more stylish black Chrysler.  Dad was upset by my choice.  Uncle Jim was delighted.


The new house was located at 3406 Chippendale Avenue, the fourth house from the corner of a row in the “Greater Northeast.”  It was virtually the northeastern edge of Philadelphia at that time.  Looking north from our front steps, there were open fields for about one-half mile up to the line of houses on Rhawn Street, near the center of Holmesburg which dates back to William Penn’s time.  Thomas Holme was Penn’s surveyor.  Holme’s house was still standing in 1939, but just barely.  A few blocks north on Frankford Avenue is a stone bridge across Pennypack Creek.  It is the oldest stone bridge in the country.
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To the west of the 3400 block of Chippendale Avenue was one block of open land and then Rowland Avenue.  The area across Rowland Avenue was undeveloped for nearly a mile.  About ten yards from the street, the ground level dropped approximately six feet and then gradually sloped downward 250 yards to a small stream.  During the Second World War, this gently sloping ground was divided into small lots, about 15 feet square, and these were used by the people in the neighborhood as “Victory Gardens” where they would grow vegetables.  Virtually everyone grew tomatoes, lettuce and carrots.  Some neighbors developed very elaborate gardens with trellises supporting peas, lima beans and string beans.


There were a few fruit trees in Pennypack Park.  A sickle pear tree grew in the main park area near Rhawn Street.  There were two or three apple trees in the woods along Rhawn Street.  Near the Victory Gardens, running parallel to Rowland Avenue was a line of wild cherry trees.  The cherries were inedible.  They were small and green, like peas.  The children would use them with “pea shooters,” which were small tubes about ten inches long.  They were used like blow-guns.  The pea shooters would be a part of games, such as tag and war games.  Also, they would be used just to annoy each other.  The grownups tolerated the pea shooters because grownups considered them preferable to the alternative which involved throwing tomatoes, usually taken from the Victory Gardens.  


On the far side of the small stream past the Victory Gardens, the ground sloped sharply upward.  Near the crest of the hill was an old springhouse.  It was a small-whitewashed structure built right into the hillside.  An open doorway in the center was the entrance to the lower level.  Above the doorway was a square window opening at the second level.  The entrance to the upper level was in the back of the house – also at ground level because it was higher on the hill.  The upper level was an empty room.  The lower level was cool and damp.  It had a brick floor with a brick gutter around the perimeter.  Spring water emerged at the back of the room and flowed around the gutter and out the bottom of the front door.  We were told that in the “olden days,” the springhouse served as a refrigerator, even keeping ice available for long periods of time during the summer.  

At the top of the hill was a large stone house that was marked “Lower Dublin Poor House.”  There was no “Lower Dublin.”  In 1854, the City of Philadelphia extended its boundaries to coincide with those of the County of Philadelphia and, in the process, a number of small towns were swallowed up by the city.  One of the towns that disappeared was Dublin Township which almost everyone called “Lower Dublin” to distinguish it from “Upper Dublin.”  Everyone called the old house and its surroundings simply, the “poor house” or the “poor farm.”  


Just north of the stone house there was a long, two story garage-like building that housed farm wagons and equipment.  About 50 yards farther, there was a large red barn with a whitewashed wall and a large fenced pasture.  Usually there were at least three horses in the barn and pasture.  A smaller barn-type building was used to store oats and equipment related to the horses.  Behind the farm buildings and the poor house was a very large cornfield.  Each fall, there would be a large crop of horse corn, the kind that has colored kernels as hard as stones.  The local children often substituted the horse corn kernels for pea shooters.  Blackberry bushes, mulberry trees and honeysuckles grew wild throughout the area.  


Beyond and to the north of the poor farm were the Pennypack woods which meandered westward along the path of the Pennypack Creek.  The grown-ups told us that “Pennypack” was an Indian name that meant “muddy waters.”  If so, the creek was well named.  Actually, the name means “bear fat creek,” a reference to its relatively slow current upstream.


The back of our Chippendale Avenue house faced the back of the row of houses on the north side of the 3400 block of Oakmont Avenue.  Unlike the row houses in the older parts of the city which had small fenced-in yards and narrow alleys running the length of the block in the back, we had a wide driveway designed to accommodate automobiles.  Each house had a garage built into the ground floor underneath the kitchen.  There was sufficient room to park a car outside the garage, next to a small grass plot.  However, there were few cars available as the winds of war blew ever stronger, and there would be precious few cars available until about 1949.  In the meantime, all of the space that had been designed for automobiles was enjoyed by people, particularly the little people.  It was a perfect place for all types of games.


No one kept a list of the games that were played day in and day out.  However, some of them were:


baseball
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football                                                      


wall ball


step ball


stickball


dodge ball


softball


half ball


hose ball


tire ball


wire ball


basketball


handball 


box ball


pepper



catch


buck-buck


baby-in-the air


tag games


tennis


five-up-and-five-back


run the bases


red rover


may I?

[image: image3.jpg]




Baseballs quickly lost their covers because the stitching could not withstand the scuffs of the pavement.  When the cover came off, the ball was a mass of thin string.  We covered the stringy sphere with sticky black friction tape that most of our fathers kept in their toolboxes for electrical repairs.  Given our choice, we would cover the ball with white adhesive tape that Johnson & Johnson sold in widths of about one inch for medical uses.  The white tape looked more like the original cover and it was smooth, which made it easier to throw than the sticky black stuff.  Besides, it was easier to see when it started to get dark, so you could play later with the white ball.  Kids that were skilled at taping a ball would wind the tape in evenly overlapping strands that crossed at the poles and gave the ball a slightly oblong shape.  Pitchers were quick to take advantage of the better grip that these poles afforded.  However, the smooth surface prevented the ball from curving too much.


Footballs too, suffered from the abrasive pavement.  Those were not the durable footballs that you see today.  They were made of very thin leather with an equally thin rubber bladder.  They were so light, it was hard to throw them very far or with any degree of accuracy.  It was like trying to throw a potato chip.  The bladders were quickly punctured.  They could not be patched.  Instead, we stuffed the cover with newspaper and taped the hole closed.  The result was a misshapen, unbalanced, heavy object that hurt when it hit you.  Fortunately, rubber covered footballs were marketed after the end of World War II.


Old garden hoses were cut into 4-inch lengths to serve as hose balls.  Old bicycle tires suffered the same fate.  Tennis balls and other inflated balls, usually “pimpled” balls and “hi-bounce” balls were cut in half to be used as half balls.  Typically, half balls would be thrown with a sidearm motion and they would curve sharply away from the open end.  Broomsticks were sawed off at appropriate lengths, sometimes after the brooms were worn out, to serve as bats.  Bases were any available object, e.g., a newspaper, a stone, or a chalk mark of the ground.  At one time, box ball became so popular that the bases and the pitcher’s mound were painted on the street at the intersection of Chippendale and Crispin.


The 3400 block of Oakmont Avenue was a natural football field.  It was unusually wide, nearly twice the width of the average residential street, yet it ran only three blocks from Rowland to Frankford Avenue.  It carried very little traffic, usually just an occasional lumber carrier that looked like a giant bug with the driver’s seat high on top of a rectangular frame and the large load of lumber in the center below.  The street was lined on both sides with young oak trees, planted exactly ten yards apart.  The grade was nearly level.  It was a perfect setting for games of two-hand touch football.  


Although we usually say “Chippendale Avenue” or “the 3400 block of Chippendale,” the social unit included the north side of Oakmont Avenue and the south side of Chippendale; stated another way, the “odd side” (street numbers, that is) of Oakmont and the even side of Chippendale.  Many of the residents adhered to the Philadelphia tradition of sitting outside in the evening.  Most of the neighborhood activity occurred in the driveway.  That is where the children usually played, where the women strung their clothes lines and hung out the wash, and where the men swapped tools and advice on a multitude of domestic repairs. 


During the day, the driveway was also a thoroughfare for “hucksters” who sold produce from small van-like trucks or, sometimes, wagons like they used on the railroads.  The hucksters did a pretty good business.  The produce was usually fresh from nearby farms.  Most people walked to the stores in those days.  Until the Kanes opened their small store at the far end of the 3300 block of Chippendale Avenue, the closest store was a half-mile away on Frankford Avenue.  The driveway was also favored by itinerant musicians.  The most common instrument was the accordion.  These music-makers would play for coins and sometimes a sandwich and a glass of milk.  For a while, trash was collected in the driveway but that was switched to the street when the driveway began to crack and crumble from the heavy trash trucks.  The neighbors near the end of the block didn’t mind the change of trash collection points.  However, if you lived in the middle of the row, it was a long walk with the trash cans from your garage around the block and back up to the front of your house.


The women brought with them to this new neighborhood some of the old Philadelphia customs such as scrubbing the front steps on a regular basis.  In the older neighborhoods, the steps were often marble or granite which would sparkle after a good scrubbing.  But in Mayfair, the steps were just plain concrete.  No matter how hard those steps were scrubbed, they still looked like concrete.  Nonetheless, one such scrubbing gave us a big laugh when the mailman, carrying on a conversation with Mom who was on the top step, did not notice the bucket of water and stepped squarely in it.  Dad thought that it was funny but he did not like our comments about it demonstrating the intelligence of letter carriers.


Clotheslines were strung from the poles at the rear of the houses up to the removable poles at the edge of the driveway.  Clothes dryers did not exist.  Most washing machines were large tubs with an agitator and a set of nine-inch long hard rubber rollers at the top to wring out most of the water from the soaking laundry.  On most days of the week, sheets and other laundry would be flapping in the wind behind most of the houses, leaving a distinct, moist odor of bleach in the air.


In the early evening, many of the “Oakmont” people would sit in lawn chairs in back of their houses.  The Griffins, the Schwartzkopfs, the Palmers, Ferrards and Schinders were regulars.  The Bogers, at the end of the row, would usually put wicker chairs near the Crispin Street sidewalk.  Bob Boger enjoyed talking to passers-by.  On the “Chippendale” side of the driveway there was a slope downward to the houses.  It was not well suited to lawn chairs.  The “Chippendale” people who liked to sit outside generally sat in the front.  The arrival of the man with the short ladder who would light the gas lamps at the middle of the block was the generally accepted signal to call it a night.  After a few years, the gas lamps were replaced with electric lights and the old gas lamps were taken away.  Many of those old lamps found their way to the summer houses of city employees in Longport, New Jersey.  


On occasion, someone at the end of the 3500 block would set up a movie screen on a summer evening.  The cartoons were far and away the favorite attractions for the assembled neighborhood in the darkened driveway.


There were many recreation areas close by.  The Mayfair Ball Field was located at the corner of Rowland and Ryan Avenues.  It consisted of a baseball field with a large wooden grandstand built around the backstop behind home plate.  The caretaker, Mr. Gindhart, operated a concession out of the ground level, selling hot dogs, pretzels and soft drinks during the major games.  At one point there had been a Mayfair team that played at the semi-pro level.  The team pretty much disbanded with the onset of the Second World War, and the ball field was used mainly for pickup games.  Later sandlot teams would use one of the other fields because the wooden grandstand had deteriorated so badly that it was a danger to spectators.  There was another baseball field out past center field, behind a playground, and a third field along Rowland Avenue, just past the wading pool at Bleigh Street.  The recreation area ended at about Shelmire Street where there was a natural crevasse in the land.  Some people used that crevasse as a place to dump their trash.  

In the late 1940's, the old Poor Farm barn burned to the ground in a spectacular fire.  The Mayfair Improvement Association sold the recreational real estate to the Philadelphia School District as the site for Lincoln High School.  The old Victory Gardens became part of Lincoln’s football stadium and the horse pasture was a natural outfield for one of the baseball diamonds.


Pennypack Creek had two swimming areas.  The one closest to Chippendale Avenue was called the “Boathouse” although it had neither boats nor a house.  It was a straight stretch of creek about 150 yards long.  Each end was marked by a sign about the size of an automobile’s license plate which hung from a wire that stretched across the creek between two trees.  At that point, the creek was generally about four or five feet deep but there were some spots more than seven feet in depth.  As one might expect of a creek named Pennypack, the bottom was very muddy.  The mud was at least ankle-deep.
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About a quarter mile downstream from the Boatie was Pennypack Falls, a waterfall that was about ten feet high across the 25-foot width of the creek.  The downstream end of the falls was strewn with large granite rocks that were indigenous to that area.  The waterfall was actually a dam that was built in 1799.  In about 2005, the Philadelphia Fairmount Park Commission decided that this dam should be torn down so that there would be no artificial barriers to shad and other fish swimming upstream to spawn.  If any shad have taken advantage of that opportunity, they must be very small because the removal of the waterfall reduced the depth of the creek to only a few inches.  

Close to Frankford Avenue, in Holmesburg, there was another swimming area called the “Rocks” because of the large rock formation on the north side of the creek.  This was below the waterfall and it tended to be shallow in most places and not nearly as muddy as the “Boatie.”  Unfortunately, Pennypack Creek became increasingly polluted due to the many outhouses and poor drainage in the surrounding area.  Ear infections were a common hazard of swimming in the Pennypack.  Ultimately, swimming was prohibited altogether.


One example of the pollutants was a 48-inch brick drain pipe that ran from a place near the poor farm’s old springhouse for about 250 yards north, ending just inside the tree line of Pennypack.  The entire length of the pipe was under ground level and there was a stone wall at each end giving both ends a grotto-like appearance.  The “tunnel” was a favorite play area to be explored with lighted candles.  Children straddled the small stream of water and hunched forward slightly so that their heads would not hit the top of the pipe.  Even at twelve years of age, some children could walk almost upright through the tunnel.  At about the mid-point of the tunnel there was a smaller side branch that ran up past Rowland Avenue and continued under Sheffield Avenue.  The drainage system was probably installed to prevent erosion of the cinder road to the poor farm.  But one inevitable result was that all of the waste water from the streets adjacent to Rowland Avenue emptied directly into Pennypack Creek.  


The only alternative swimming spot in the immediate area was the Boulevard Pools at Brighton Street near Roosevelt Boulevard.  The Boulevard Pools charged about a dollar per person and that was beyond the budget of most neighborhood children.  During an average summer, neighborhood youngsters would rarely visit the Boulevard Pools more than four or five times.  By and large, we were too young to frequent the Boulevard Ballroom where stars such as Tommy Dorsey and Harry James regularly appeared.  

As cars and drivers licenses became available, the swimming facility of choice became the Neshaminy Creek at Hulmeville, where canoes could be rented and “canoe fights” were the order of the day.  On more adventurous occasions, there were the spring-fed quarries in Tullytown which were about a quarter mile across, very deep and ice cold.  Also available were the Cove on the Delaware River in Palmyra where swimmers competed with motor boats for water rights, and the many lakes in New Jersey, such as Cedar Lake and Olympia Lake, both of which were especially popular in the late summer when peaches were ripe in the nearby orchards.


Entertainment was pretty much limited to the Saturday morning double features at the Mayfair Movies on the wedge of land where Cottman and Ryan Avenues merge together at Frankford Avenue.  Saturday shows also included action films shown in serial segments which were “must” viewing.  Until the early 1950's, radio was the highest form of home entertainment.  The radio broadcast music in the morning, soap operas at mid-day, and dramatic shows at prime time in the evening.  Everyone listened to the same shows.  At about 7:30 in the evening on Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays, you could walk down the street and hear the William Tell Overture playing in every house as the very popular Lone Ranger show began with the radio announcer’s invitation to “return with us now to those exciting days of yesteryear....” On the occasion of major sporting events, prizefights, baseball and football, all of the men in the house would crowd around the console radio which was an invariable part of every living room.  It was just like being there.  


On many a summer evening there was Koch’s (pronounced “Cook’s”) on the Boulevard south of Tyson.  It was a spacious screened-in ice cream and soda spot that had been there for years.  On rare occasions, after a long drive north to Penndel, there was Greenwood Dairies, one of the many working dairy farms in Bucks County.  It was a long, wood frame building that extended back from the west side of Route 1.  Near the center of the building was a small room with a take-out counter.  Their scoops of ice cream were enormous.  There was also a room with wooden tables and chairs and waitress service.  The specialty was a gigantic banana split served in a large wooden trough, slightly larger than a soup bowl.  It was called the “Pig’s Dinner.”  Anyone who finished a Pig’s Dinner received a large round pin that proclaimed, “I was a PIG at Greenwood Dairies.”  Both the Pig’s Dinner and the vanity pin were desirable objects, but they were out of the price range of the younger generation.


It was a great place to grow up.  It combined the best parts of both city and country living.  And like so many things that people value, it is not there any more.  It is a dream -- but for some of us, it came true.
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