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The Downingtown That Almost Was

In the mid-1960s, Downingtown’s Borough Council and Planning Commission were deeply concerned about the 
preservation and revitalization of the town’s Central Business District.  In the twenty years following the end of 
WWII, population grew rapidly in and around the Borough.  Townships surrounding Downingtown, including East 
and West Bradford, were mostly rural and agricultural, and had been declining in population until the 1940s.  After 
the war was over, these areas began growing exponentially.  In 1960, Chester County’s population was 
approximately 210,000 and Downingtown was around 5,900.  Today, Chester County tops out at over 525,000 and 
Downingtown has modestly grown to a little over 8,000 residents.  The planners were on to something when they 
recognized the urgent need for action, though they may not have been able to fathom just how much our County 
and Borough would grow over the next 50 years.

To address the situation, a special planning study was initiated by the Borough.  The result was a 17-page 
document proposeding what Downingtown could be and what it would look like in the not-too-distant future 
should the recommendations be accepted.

(continued on next page)

A concept from the plan of how East Lancaster Avenue would look.

In the March 26 issue of History Notes we showed a model of Downingtown that was built as part of an 
ambitious plan from the 1960s to completely make over the center of the Borough.  Robin Ashby, who is on the 
Historical Society’s Board of Directors, follows up with more details on these plans in the following article.



The plan attempted to convert the scattered nature of Downingtown’s stores and housing stock into a dynamic 
regional center not just for the Borough, but for all central Chester County.  Doing so required not only 
structural changes to the roads and bridges in town, but a makeover of the Borough’s housing and storefronts.  

Downingtown’s center, which was the intersection of Lancaster and Brandywine Avenues, would have 
continued to be anchored by a bank.  But rather than converting the old paper mill into a restaurant or other 
use, the plan created entirely new office buildings and a ‘motel and restaurant’.  Wallace Avenue was to be 
closed and abandoned to create a ‘Central Square Park’ in the center of Downingtown.  These ambitious plans
required re-routing roads and building a new bridge to facilitate the circulation of cars and pedestrians all 
around this new Downingtown.  Back then, planners were faced with the same challenges we face today 
concerning the flow of traffic around and through town.  Hemmed in to the south and southwest by 
Johnsontown, the railroad, and south valley hills, and split down the middle by Brandywine Creek, they had to 
get creative.

“One of Downingtown Central Business District’s major obstacles to overcome is the 
lack of aesthetics.” – Kendree and Shepherd planning consultants

(continued on next page)



A unique proposal, which would have united the east-west divide of Downingtown, was a new bridge built by 
extending Jefferson Avenue across the Brandywine into Johnsontown. Just south of this bridge a newly created 
boating lake was to be created in the Brandywine with an ‘inflatable dam’.  A new park and walking paths south 
of Lancaster Avenue appear melding into Kerr Park to the north where a new boat dock was proposed.  The 
opening of the Brandywine “riverfront” would also allow for the development of a Civic Center on its west bank 
near Johnsontown.  A new library was also proposed to be built on a spot south of Borough Hall.  The extension 
of Manor Avenue south across Lancaster Avenue and through the arches of the railroad bridge to meet the 
extension of Jefferson Avenue would have completed a loop through town.

(continued on next page)

This map shows the proposed traffic pattern which facilitated the flow of traffic around 
the center of Downingtown and onto the new Jefferson Avenue Bridge and an extended 
Manor Avenue. 



A very large parking lot and big box retailer was planned near what is now the northern end of Green Street.  
Today’s McDonalds would be a cinema, and Milltown Plaza would be home to a bowling alley.  The planner’s  
vision also left a fair amount of industry and manufacturing in the Borough.  As we know, this was not to last for 
long, as most manufacturing and industry left the Borough in the 1970s and 1980s.

The south side of town between Jefferson Avenue and the railroad tracks would have been dedicated to 
industrial and wholesale businesses.  We can see from the plan that many houses and even some historic 
buildings would have been demolished to achieve this new vision.  One such revitalization victim would have 
been the old Opera House which would have to be demolished to extend Jefferson Avenue across the 
Brandywine.  Fortunately, none of these visionary changes came to pass.

(continued on next page)

This map shows the Brandywine Creek in the center of Downingtown.  It would have 
been developed for recreational use by building a dam just north of the railroad tracks.



Getting around this new Downingtown would have been a much different experience than we have today.  
Westbound Lancaster Avenue would have been one-way across the Brandywine from Green Street, and 
eastbound traffic would head across the new Jefferson Avenue bridge back across the Brandywine.

You may notice that most of this development and revitalization happens on the east side of Downingtown.  
Despite the transformational nature of the proposed plan, the train station was to remain where it was, only to 
be expanded.  Manor Avenue’s southward extension would have by-passed the center of town as well as 
provide access to Johnsontown.  However, the development of western Downingtown was still limited to the 
banks of the Brandywine.

Today we still feel the constraints of our Borough which is hemmed in by hills, train tracks, bridges and tunnels.  
It is interesting to see the thoughts planners a generation ago put into transforming Downingtown into 
something bigger and more dynamic.  Maybe we can draw inspiration for our future from these thoughts, and 
be grateful that had this proposal been accepted, Downingtown might not have become the Small-Town 
Heaven we know today.

A courtyard in one of the proposed shopping areas.

The photograph at the right appeared in the 
October 1955 issue of DOPACO Diary and 
shows (L to R) Ben Forte, Nate Sheehan and Al 
Chandler working on a shower room mixing 
value at the Downingtown Paper Company.

Downingtown Area 
Group Photo



The old image was taken circa 1910 at the corner of West Lancaster and Stuart Avenues in Downingtown. The building 
at the northeast corner at the time housed I.M. Pawling’s Meat Market on the first floor and the International Order of 
Odd Fellows on the second and third floors.  Notice the tall nine-over-nine windows on the upper two stories.  Also 
notice the boy in the photo taking one last drink from the water fountain, perhaps as his family (including a little sister 
with a parasol) waits for him on a warm summer day. The building also housed Kissh Motor Parts for a number of
years.  In the ‘Now’ photo you can see a delivery was just made to the Station Taproom on the other corner.

Downingtown Then & Now



These images show the 1994 grand opening of 
the Cadillac Diner at the northeast corner of 
West Lancaster and Downing Avenues in 
Downingtown.  We’re not sure of the exact 
year, but the original Downingtown Diner (of 
Blob fame) appeared on this site in the 1940s.  
It was scrapped in the 1960s and a new one 
was built on the same footprint.  In the early 
1970s it became King’s Kountry Kitchen, then 
the Downingtown Diner again, then the Cadillac 
Diner, then Chef’s Diner, and back to the 
Downingtown Diner. 

Remember the Cadillac Diner?



In The (Old) News – Items that Made Headlines Back in the Day
1897 – On January 7, Josiah Phillips climbed to the top 
of a paper mill boiler in Downingtown to make repairs 
when he was overcome by gas and lost consciousness.  
William Wollerton, the mill’s foreman, climbed up and 
carried Phillips down the ladder by himself, saving his 
life.

1918 – On the night of April 12, detectives hid out at 
the Philadelphia and Reading freight station on 
Brandywine Avenue.  For some time, items had gone 
missing from this and the Pennsylvania Railroad freight 
station on the west side of town, so it was decided a 
stakeout might just catch the culprit.  It worked.  That 
night, a man named Jimmie Julius broke into the station 
and when confronted by the detectives tried to run.  
After a short chase and struggle, Julius was placed 
under arrest.  Many missing items were discovered 
after a search of his 227 Church Street home including 
ten sacks of flour, two bags of coffee, a roll of linoleum, 
and tubs of lard.  Julius was given a hearing and held on 
$1,000 bail.

1943 – On March 17, two large Navy guns weighing 
7½ tons each were being transported from 
Philadelphia to a Honey Brook company for 
machining and boring when they fell off a truck in 
the center of Downingtown.  The truck, driven by 
Honey Brook resident Harvey Romig, was making the 
turn from Lancaster Avenue to Manor Avenue when 
the guns slipped off the truck and fell to the 
pavement. No one was hurt in the accident, but a 
car owned by Austin Bicking, which was parked at 
Sheeler’s Garage on the corner (the same building as 
Creekside Antiques), was damaged.  Traffic was tied 
up for several hours as the guns were put back on 
the truck.

1979 – On October 20, the first phase of the Robert 
J. Struble Biking and Hiking trail was dedicated 
during a ceremony at the trail’s entrance on 
Norwood Road.  The last portion of the line was 
abandoned in 1972 and the County began acquiring 
the right-of-way in 1973.

Downingtown Vintage Ad
After the Downingtown Methodist Church 
moved into its new building on East Lancaster 
Avenue, their old building on Brandywine 
Avenue was put up for sale.  This advertisement 
for the old church building appeared in the East 
Branch Citizen in January 1981.  This would have 
been a great adaptive reuse project as a 
commercial building or apartments, but 
unfortunately that did not happen.  The building 
sat vacant and was eventually torn down.  The 
Downingtown National Bank’s Operations Center 
was built on the site in 1988.



Last Issue’s Mystery Pic
Dave Kennedy is a truly perceptive scholar because he was the first person to identify the exact location below as 
the intersection of East Lancaster Avenue and Quarry Road.  The image was taken on the morning of July 3, 1976 as 
the Bicentennial Wagon Train left Downingtown for Valley Forge.  The photographer was standing on the Route 30 
By-Pass at about the same location as the Google Street View image (bottom).  More Wagon Train images are on 
the following pages.



East Lancaster Avenue during the July 1976 Bicentennial Wagon Train (top) and the same location today 
from Google Street View (bottom).

The Bicentennial Wagon Train



The corner of East Lancaster Avenue and Quarry Road during the July 1976 Bicentennial Wagon Train (top) 
and the same location today from Google Street View (bottom).



Downingtown Area Mystery Pic
Can you identify the location in this photograph?  The first person to correctly identify the location of this photo 
will be recognized as a truly perceptive scholar.  Please send your response to: dahs19335@gmail.com.  

History Notes Update

Starting with this issue, we will be putting out History Notes once a month 
through August.  In September we will resume the bi-monthly schedule.  Part of 
the reason for this has to do with the closing of libraries and other research 
centers due to COVID-19 that has prevented us from developing some content 
for the publication.  In addition, there are other projects that we are working on 
for the Historical Society that also need our focus over the coming months.  
However, for these monthly-only issues, we will try to include additional 
content.  Thank you for understanding.

mailto:dahs19335@gmail.com


DAHS Board of Directors
President:  Jim Sundman
Vice President: Phil Dague
Recording Secretary: Marion Piccolomini
Treasurer: Lauren Fagan
Directors: Mike Dunn, Robin Ashby, Jordan Staub,

Virginia Coates
Presidents Emeritus: Roger Grigson, Parry Desmond

https://www.downingtownhistory.org

Check out our Then & 
Now series on YouTube:

Like us on Facebook:

Downingtown Area Historical Society
P.O. Box 9, Downingtown, PA 19335

610-269-1709
dths1709@gmail.com

Historical Society’s Wish List

• General household items and tools including:
• Spade shovel
• Light bulbs
• Paper towels
• Large and small trash bags

• Amazon gift cards or gift cards to Home Depot or Lowes.  Sometimes we need to 
make quick purchases so gift cards would come in very handy.

The Downingtown Area Historical Society is a non-profit organization proudly maintaining the 
311-year-old Ashbridge House and a large archives. The society can always use gifts in kind with 
an immediate need for:

To make a tax-deductible cash donation, use this link 
or send a check to the address below.  Thank you!

Advertisements for Non-Profits
Due to COVID-19 most, if not all, events that the Historical Society has 
posted for non-profits have been cancelled.  When you reopen or when 
your event has been rescheduled please email the information to the 
Historical Society at dths1709@gmail.com to have your advertisement re-
posted.  

http://www.downingtownareahistoricalsociety.org/index.html
https://www.downingtownhistory.org/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCIh25kTu3B_uVb6lhZku7mw/videos?view_as=subscriber
https://www.facebook.com/Downingtown-Area-Historical-Society-136323699717931/
mailto:dths1709@gmail.com
https://www.downingtownhistory.org/donate
mailto:dths1709@gmail.com
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