MY SHACKAMAXON IDYLL
By Gerard J. St. John


Woodland Steel Fabricators was located on Shackamaxon Street in Philadelphia.  It was, for all intents and purposes, a two-man operation.  Fred Woodland was the owner and the sole business-getter of the company.  Woodland was a big man, fiftyish, with a thick head of gray hair.  Austin Fenerty was the shop foreman.  He was one of those rare people who loves to work.  A slender man with a perpetual smile, Aus was never happier than when he was creating a product that, up to that time, was only a drawing on a set of blueprints.  Together, Fred and Aus ran a successful small business, cutting, drilling, and shaping raw steel, so that it could be assembled into a finished product.  In the summer of 1954, it occurred to Fred that the business would operate more efficiently if there was someone in the office to answer the phone while he was making sales calls and Aus was busy working in the shop.  Fred mentioned this thought to my father, and the following week I began a three-month term as the office clerk for Woodland Steel Fabricators.  

Shackamaxon was a “mixed use” street.  It was a short walk from the Girard Avenue Elevated Station.  Whereas Girard Avenue, with its two sets of trolley tracks and imposing continuity of commercial storefronts was clearly a big-city street, Shackamaxon Street was just a narrow civic appendage.  On both sides of Shackamaxon Street were sporadic groups of private homes, situated side-by-side with manufacturing businesses.  Beyond the far end of the block was Richmond Street where the refinery buildings of the infamous “Sugar Trust” were located.  A block or so to the left on Delaware Avenue was Penn Treaty Park, where William Penn signed a treaty with the Indians back in the 1600s.  The general area was called Fishtown, but the people who lived in these densely populated streets near Penn Treaty Park called their neighborhood “Shackamaxon,” the name given to it by the Delaware Tribe who negotiated with William Penn long ago.

Woodland Steel Fabricators was located toward the Richmond Street end of the block, at about 1112-16 Shackamaxon Street.  I have long since lost the exact address.  Three granite block steps flanked by an iron railing led to the front door of the office.  Immediately to the left of the office building was a driveway and a partially-open shed that extended all the way to the back of the property line.  The shed was the fabricators’ workshop.  In earlier days, it was probably a livery stable.  Directly across the street were four small houses occupied by young families.  One of those families regularly put a baby carriage out on the sidewalk in front of the house.  The infant seemed to have no trouble sleeping, even with the high-pitched whine of the metal saws coming from our shop.

Most days I was alone in the office.  It was the plain kind of place that you would expect of a shop-office in the mid-1950s.  The heavy wooden furniture looked as though it might have been there when William Penn arrived in 1682.  Fred Woodland’s desk was in front the double window.  To the left of the desk was a long counter that served as my desk and also as a place to spread out blueprints for the company’s jobs.  On Fred’s desk there was an old-fashioned black rotary phone and, on the table across the room, one of those oscillating GE fans that seemed to be universal in the days before air conditioning.  Aus would come into the office on occasion, but usually he stuck to the shop.  Fred almost always was out visiting customers or suppliers.  
When he was in the office around noontime, Fred often asked me to walk a couple blocks to a neighborhood delicatessen to pick up a sandwich for him.  Fred liked beerwurst on rye bread.  For my part, I enjoyed the walk through the neighborhood.  I would often change my route to the deli so that I could get to know the neighborhood better.  The streets were narrow.  The houses were small, but well maintained.  On occasion, I would walk up to Penn Treaty Park and wonder what the area looked like three hundred years ago.  I enjoyed talking to the owners of the deli.  Shop owners can tell you a lot about a neighborhood.  
Back at the office, Fred liked to engage in conversation.  We talked about a lot of things: the steel fabricating business, the Shackamaxon neighborhood, Phillies baseball and how I spent my free time.  Invariably, the subject of our conversations turned to his son.  Fred Woodland’s son was just a few years older than me.  Fred was convinced that his son made a big mistake in life – he got married shortly after graduating from high school.  “He never experienced the fun and good times that most young people enjoy.  He went from childhood directly to the heavy responsibilities of fatherhood, with a wife and children dependent on him.  He missed that transitional phase that should be a part of growing up,” complained Fred.  I kept my mouth shut.  I did not know Fred’s son, or his circumstances.  There are times when the best you can do is just listen.  These were such times.
Fred’s concern for his son emphasized the economic stress of providing support for one’s family.  Maybe Fred could sense economic change in the air of the steel fabrication business.  For some businesses, the 1950s and 1960s were boom times with a robust economy and lots of money.  For example, real estate and construction were experiencing record growth, spurred by government programs.  Urban renewal was changing the face of downtown Philadelphia, moving the food distribution businesses out of the Dock Street area and down to the open fields of South Philadelphia, near the Navy Yard.  Drab warehouse buildings were being torn down and historic colonial buildings were being restored and, in some cases, rebuilt.  But, as is often the case in life, Newton’s third law applied: for every action there is an equal but opposite reaction.  In Philadelphia, that opposite reaction was called Interstate – 95.  
Interstate – 95 is a highway that tore the heart and soul out of several Philadelphia neighborhoods; but none more than Shackamaxon.  It cut a swath nearly 500-yards wide, right up the eastern boundary of the neighborhood, leaving barely enough room between the elevated highway and the Delaware River to squeeze in historic Penn Treaty Park.  The highway also took out the houses where the delicatessen used to be.  For those homeowners whose properties remained untouched by the condemnation process, it was like living under one of the runways at International Airport.  When they filmed the movie “Rocky” and all of its progeny, they made sure that the cameras were pointed away from I–95.  People could understand the Market-Frankford Elevated trains, but I-95 is a piece of life that is hard to swallow.
In the meanwhile, steel producers were being hit with tough competition from foreign firms.  The industry was consolidating.  U.S. Steel and Bethlehem Steel went out of business.  Distributors and erectors competed for the business that was previously done by steel fabricators.  Pretty soon, Woodland Steel Fabricators shut its doors; one more victim of progress.  By that time, not only was the summer of 1954 behind me, but so too were my college days.  It was a time of universal military service, and I was a part of that universe.  I was a second lieutenant in the United States Marine Corps stationed at Marine Corps Schools, Quantico, Virginia.
My assignment at Marine Corps Schools was like flying in a holding pattern over the east coast.  It would not last long.  My contemporaries and I owed substantial amounts of money to the Bank of Quantico which financed our purchases of full sets of summer and winter uniforms and the usual accompaniments such as swords and swagger sticks.  (Swagger sticks soon went the fateful way of steel fabricators.)  As soon as The Basic School ended, we could expect to receive orders to new duty stations, which in my case turned out to be Camp Pendleton, California and Camp Schwab, Okinawa.  With those moves would come new responsibilities and new financial pressures.  Throughout this time, I could plainly hear Fred Woodland’s warnings about too much, too soon.  Those Shackamaxon conversations followed me across the country and over the Pacific Ocean.  In many respects, Shackamaxon continues to follow me today, nearly sixty years after the fact.
When I am in the neighborhood, I drive down Shackamaxon Street and then continue down some of the small residential streets that managed to survive the interstate.  More often, I will take a digital tour, compliments of Google maps.  The computer gives you a unique view of the old neighborhood.  Many things on the street have not changed.  The four small houses across from Woodland’s shop are still there.  Of course, the baby carriage is no longer there.  Its occupant is probably registering for Medicare.  Woodland’s property is still there, although its face has been changed.  Some properties, here and there, have been demolished.  Some were rebuilt; some were abandoned.  The street and the buildings look like they could use a good scrubbing.
In contrast to my somewhat pessimistic view of the state of the street, the Internet contains a sales listing for the residential property at 1132-34 Shackamaxon Street.  The property is described as “inconspicuous and unassuming.”  The asking price is just $1.1 million, which is neither inconspicuous nor unassuming.  I am glad that someone on Shackamaxon Street made it to the big time.
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