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A Publication of the Downingtown Historical Society

A Message from the President

It is with great pleasure that in this first issue of
The House Log, the Downingtown Historical Society
presents to its members and the general public a newslet-
ter devoted to the rich history of our community.

Few of us fully comprehend just how rich our his-
tory actually is. We know that Milltown or “Downings
Town,” as it was variously called in its early days, was
in a very strategic location from the point of view of
transportation. Situated east-west in the heart of the
Great Valley, it was immediately on line connecting
the great eastern city of Philadelphia with Lancaster
and points west. Indeed, for a long spell it was the west-
ern-most settlement beyond which only Indian trails
penetrated the forests. It is believed that the Log House,
standing at the East Branch of the Brandywine, was
the last trading point marking this juncture. In subse-
quent years what was to be called the Lincoln High-
way (Route 30) became this corridor and then, subse-
quent to that, the main line of the mighty Pennsylvania
Railroad paralleled it. North and south, the valley cut
by the Brandywine also became a natural corridor.

To serve travelers, particularly those going east or
wesl, numerous taverns ar inns came into existence in
the early days. These seemed to be at regular intervals
as one journeyed west from Philadelphia. Three of these
were built in what is now Downingtown. Two of them
remain today: the General Washington Inn on the east
end and the Ship Inn to the west (now on the south side
of the Railroad at Glen Isle). The Half-Way House for-
merly stood at a site across from McDonald’s present
location; it was so named as the still-standing stone
mileage marker states: “30 m. to P/30 m. to L. There

was later a fourth—the Swan-—which our older citi-
zens will well remember across Brandywine Avenue
from the main office of the Downingtown National
Bank. Lots of lore and history connects with these links
of travel which also served as centers of socialization
and communication.

From its earliest days, because of the availability
of water power from the Brandywine, Downingtown
became a center for mills and industry, notably paper-
making. One of the earlist mills—still standing, but
barely—is the Roger Hunt Mill on Race Street off Rt.
322. Built in 1738 or ‘39, this early mill ground grain
not only for the Revolutionary War but also for the
French and Indian War some twenty years prior.

Much is known of this early history but much more
may come to light through further research. There are
undoubtedly old letters, journals,and pictures in the at-
tics of many of our citizens which can fill in our know}-
edge of our nearly 300 years past. It is our hope that
through regular issues of this newsletter, information
of this sort can be widely shared. Knowledge of the
past is more than a record of earlier times. History, we
believe, serves a contemporary purpose in that it pro-
vides “rootage” for present generations.

Interest in history has been explosive throughout Ameri-
can life in recent years, as attested by the formation of
historical societies such as ours everywhere. Few com-
munities, however, can claim more authentic early
American history than here in central Chester County
of William Penn’s colony of Pennsylvania.

by Francis G. Brown, president
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