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NEXT MEETING: JANUARY 30

The next meeting of the Preservation Society is
scheduled for 7:30 p.m. Tuesday, January 30, at the John
L. Myers, Jr.  Memorial Township Building, 1082 Bethel
Road. 

ANTIQUE WASHSTAND WINNER!

Mary Wiechecki was the lucky winner of the
beautiful antique pine cottage washstand,  c. 1840-1860
(valued at $300), new red paint, solid backboard made
from old wood, which was generously donated by Patti and
Rob Sykes of  P-R Antiques, 3911 Pyle Road, Chadds
Ford. Congratulations to Mary and thanks to Rob and
Patti.

Bethel Township T-Shirts are still on sale for $10
each. They have the outline of Bethel Township on the
front, and on the back there’s the famous 1892 quote by
Judge Clayton: “The men were robust and sturdy, the
women were  handsome, strong and motherly, and the girls
were noted for their beauty in form and feature.”

Several sizes are available. Please call Judy
McCleary (610-497-2254) if you’d like to place an order,
or come to the next meeting. 

Herb vinegars are also available. They are $6 a bottle
and can be purchased at Society meetings, or call Fran
Nicholson to order. 

Just a few hand-thrown “Bethel PA” stoneware vases
from Backlog Pottery in Maryland are left from our order.
If you would like to purchase one ($14 each) come to our
next meeting. Additional orders will also be taken for
delivery later this spring.  

TAX-EXEMPT REMINDER

We want to once again remind you that our Society
is now an official non-profit tax exempt organization,
having received our 501(c)(3) approval from the IRS. This
means, among other things, that we can take advantage of
many state and federal grant programs, and that your
contributions to the Society may be claimed as tax

deductions. This designation is, in fact, retroactive to  1998.
If you need additional information about contributions,
please come to the next Society meeting.

GENUARDI’S COMMUNITY CASH BACK

PROGRAM

Save your Genuardi’s receipts! For each receipt
collected by our Society, we will receive one percent of the
total order as a contribution from Genuardi’s. It doesn’t
matter which store you visit —  just bring your receipts to
a Society meeting, or mail them to  Patti Sykes, who has
volunteered to collect and send in our receipts.

THE 2000 BIG TREE REGISTRY

Call in your entry for the 2001 Big Tree registry to

Clint Searl (302-475-3818). The 2000 Registry was a great
success, with over 100 trees photographed and measured.

LOOKING TO THE FUTURE

2001 is shaping up to be a very active time in Bethel
Township. Our community is growing at a remarkable rate
with projects such as the widening of Foulk and Naaman’s
Creek Roads, the proposed development of the Booth
property, and the construction of a new school. Two large,
restricted-age communities are also in the works.

These projects are sure to have a huge impact on life
in our township, but they don’t necessarily need to be
viewed negatively. The elected and appointed officials of
Bethel have shown a willingness to discuss any and all
aspects of these projects, but the burden falls on us to
actually attend township meetings and be willing to stay
informed of these and other developments. It doesn’t help to
complain after a project has been thoroughly discussed and
receives its “final approval.”

Our main priorities for this year should be to remain
informed and to increase our active membership.
Remember, one of the best ways to ensure a positive future
is to help preserve the best of the past!
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WHEN FLYING MACHINES WERE 

ALL THE RAGE 

           A half-century and more ago, Delaware
County was dotted with airfields, and planes

might swoop along a street. 

By Robert F. O'Neill
Feb. 9, 1992,
Special To The Philadelphia Inquirer 

(Reprinted Courtesy of Robert O’Neill)
Delaware County has had a long-standing

romance with flying machines.
Even before Charles Lindbergh soloed the

Atlantic in 1927, and long before Silvio "Babe"
D’Ignazio buzzed the Media courthouse during
World War II -- in a B-24 bomber, no less -- planes
and airfields were part of the local scene. 

The county seat, for example, had a licensed
landing field as far back as 1924. It is said to have
been the setting for one of the nation's earliest air
shows and numerous visits by barnstorming pilots.

Other fields included Buckman Airport in
Chester's West End and Benedict Airport in rural
Booths Corner, Bethel Township, which boasted 20
hangars in a building near Foulk and Kirk Roads.

All three were out of business by the 1950s, sold
for residential development or, in the case of
Benedict, an oil tank farm. Smaller back-yard
runways that dotted the countryside from the Linville
farm in Middletown to Bishop Road in Springfield
have also disappeared.

The oldest landing "field" in the county isn't on
land, and is still in business. It's the Philadelphia
Seaplane Base in Essington, started in 1915 by Col.
Robert Glendinning, a wealthy Philadelphian who
owned a Curtiss Flying Boat. 

Today, the base is owned and operated by Bob
Mills, 72, whose father, Frank, was Glendinning's
chief pilot, instructor and mechanic before he
purchased the facility, which includes 10 acres of
land, in 1936. Frank Mills died in 1940.

The Media Flying Field was just outside the
borough limits in Nether Providence Township.
Leased and operated by the Media Business Men's
Association, it was on 50 acres on the south side of
Baltimore Pike between Beatty and Turner Roads.

Media lawyer Hugh Bonner, 86, recalled recently
that the field consisted of no more than a 2,500-foot
dirt landing strip, a small building and a windsock on
a pole. But it was "home" to a number of flying
enthusiasts, instructors and a glider club that he helped
to organize.

The inspiration for the field, according to records
in the Media Historic Archives, is credited to C. Frank
Williamson, president of the businessmen's group in
1924, and T. Elwood Allison, a member who operated
a local drugstore chain.

Williamson apparently saw the promotional value
of having airplanes, which then attracted great public
interest, take off and land in the vicinity of the retail
district. Allison owned the field and lived in a
castle-like mansion that stood nearby on Plush Mill
Road.

Dick Wolff, 74, of Lima, who piloted bombers
during World War II, remembers the day in 1947 that
he flew Santa Claus to the Media field in his
two-passenger Aeronca. Children who had gathered to
greet Santa became so excited, he recalled, that they
almost swamped the plane.

Even greater excitement gripped Media residents
one summer afternoon in 1944 when, as local
businessman I. Frank Lees recounted it, "the most
god-awful roar I ever heard chased workers out of
their stores and offices."

"Babe" D’Ignazio, owner of the Towne House
Restaurant in Media and an Air Force captain during
the war, flew a huge four-engine B-24 Liberator down
State Street en route to an airfield in Washington.

D’Ignazio, now 73, said the escapade brought him
before a court-martial, which ultimately cleared him.
He said he was transporting the bomber from England
to the United States when he "flew a little off course."

Buckman Airport was laid out in the early 1930s
on the west side of Highland Avenue in Chester,
overlapping what is now Interstate 95. It was built and
operated by Norman Smith and was designated as an
airport because, unlike Media, it had a bona fide
hangar and a maintenance facility.

Alfred Graeber of Springfield, whose father
owned a Piper Cub J-3, recalled visits to Buckman,
where the county's earliest airmail pickups took place.
Graeber said children would gather just to witness the
novel system.
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IMPORTANT DATES
Preservation Society Monthly Meeting

 1/30, 2/27 7:30 p.m.
(Board meets at 7 p.m.)

Township Planning Commission
 2/7, 7 p.m.

Township Board of Supervisors
2/13, 8 p.m.

Society Research Committee
 2/8, 7:30 p.m.

"Post office people strung the mall bag on a
special line between two poles, and the airmail plane
would swoop down, hook the line and zoom away
with the bag bouncing in the air," he said.

Graeber said his father, Alfred Sr., maintained a
private landing strip behind the family residence at Houston Lecture, scheduled for 7 p.m. Monday, Feb. 12 at
228 S. Bishop Rd,, Springfield, until 1941, when the
outbreak of war forced its closing.

"The government required all licensed airstrips to
have 24-hour security, and my father couldn't afford
the cost, so he closed down and moved his plane to
Buckman," Graeber explained.

Paul Nelson, 75, a retired pilot from West
Chester, said he helped build Buckman's hangar using
materials reclaimed from a trolley barn at Fifth and
Penn Streets in Chester.

"I was pretty young then, and I did it for flying
time rather than money," he said. He recalled that the
airmail service was operated by All-American
Aviation, a company founded by Wilmington flyer
Richard Dupont.

Wolff, who operates Red Maple Nurseries in
Lima, flew 28 bomber missions over Germany during
World War II. He was the first president of the
Delaware County Aviation Association in 1946, and
for a time leased Benedict Airport with a partner.

"We made money on airplane rides, flying
instruction, plane rentals, gas and maintenance, and
did a booming business on weekends," he recalled.
"The war created a tremendous interest in flying, and
lots of veterans used their GI Bill to take lessons."

Wolff said rides costs $6 per person and lessons
were $12 per hour. In those days, it took a minimum
of 35 hours to obtain a flying license, he noted.

Nelson remembered that the Army captured a
German helicopter during the war and shipped it to
Benedict because the field was so remote. "It was a
big attraction, watching them test it, because it was
supposed to be secret," he said.

[Note that the Philadelphia Seaplane Base mentioned
in the article closed just recently.]

DCHS HOUSTON LECTURE TO FOCUS ON

UNDERGROUND RAILROAD

The Underground Railroad in Delaware County will be
the focus of the next Delaware County Historical Society

Strath Haven High School.  Admission is free and all are
welcome.

The program will feature a panel discussion including
Loretta Rodgers from the Delaware County Daily Times,
Ed Kulesa from the Aston Historical Society, Anna,
Marjorie, Ruth Anne and Jordan Moat from the
Honeycomb A.M.E. Church in Middletown, and
Swarthmore writers and educators Mark and Joanne
Sutton-Smith.  DCHS Historian Nancy Webster is the
moderator for this year’s lecture series.

The Houston Lecture Series is underwritten by The
HBE Foundation of Devon, Pa., in grateful memory of Mr.
Howard Hathaway Houston, Mayor of Chester City from
1902-1906. For more information, call the Delaware
County Historical Society at (610) 359-1148 or visit on the
Internet at www.delcohistory.org/dchs


