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Historian Davidson Speaks on Early Chester County Roads:

Never Mind the Potholes! What About the Bears!

On March 1, Chester County’s Heritage Preserva-
tion Coordinator, Jane Davidson, presented a lecture
on early roads around and through Downingtown. She
discussed three main routes which early settlers used
to penetrate Chester County. One group coming from
Philadelphia took boats up the Schuylkill, settling
around Phoenixville; others, from Newcastle ap-
proached northern Chester County using the Nanticoke
Indian Path, which approximates today’s Route 10; and
athird group, those settling the eastern part of the county
used a road roughly equivalent to today's Route 3,
which was documented in 1692-93 as being plagued
by bears! These routes all predate the somewhat newer

Lancaster Turnpike, also known as Lincoln Highway
or Route 30,

One Distillery for Every Seven Families

What was life like for these earliest settlers? And what
evidence of their existence still survives in Downing-
town?

The eastern part of the county was settied first by
Quakers in the late 1600s. Life was rugged — with not
even the water being considered safe to drink, hence
the whisky consumption. Most settlers were squatters
who cleared the land, paid taxes, and eventually ap-
plied for land titles in the city of Chester.

West Chester was a minor settlement and centrally
located Downingtown did not even appear on maps until
after the early 1700s. Most residents were farmers,
with about 10% of the population employed as teach-
ers, millers, or merchants.

Roads were laid out following settlement and 6% of
private land was appropriated for road use. Roads con-
nected settlers to three important centers of commerce
and social life: the grist mill, the market, and the church
or meetinghouse.

West of the Brandywine

Until 1715, all roads stopped at the Brandywine.
Eventually, one road west to Gallagherville was built;
its route approximates contemporary Hazelwood Av-
enue. Its destinations included Compass, Maytown,
and the Susquehanna.

Another route with a modern equivalent was Old
King's Highway, today’s Route 340, segments of which
coincide with the Old Wilmington Road on the Ches-
ter/Lancaster County line. By 1806, parts of Strasburg
Road were also in existence; as late at the Civil War
era, travelers along it were reportedly inconvenienced
by tree stumps in the road.

Downingtown’s Importance Grows

During the French and Indian Wars (1754-60),
Downingtown’s strategic location contributed to its
growth. Wagon trains of grain from Roger Hunt’s Mill
were sent west to feed troops in Carlisle. And during
the Revolutionary War, Downingtown was a center for
the transportation of troops and supplies. However, its
seeming importance fooled Washington into thinking
that General Howe’s troops would attack Philadelphia
from Lancaster, traveling partly on Routes 82 and 322
Howe instead used the old Baltimore Pike, resulting in
the critical defeat at Chadds Ford. More fighting took
place near the intersection of Routes 426 and 100, leav-
ing approximately 1200 Americans d=ad there and the
Brandywine running red for three day.

33 To P - 33 To L: First American Turnpike

Downingtown was important as the halfway point in
the first tumpike (toll road) in the Unitad States. The
Turnpike was completed in 1792 and took two years to
build. The 66-mile route ran from Philadelphia to
Lancaster and Downingtown was a convenient over-
night stopping point.

An inn called The Halfway House stood near the mile-
post on Route 30 in the middle of Downingtown, just
west of the present Dane Decor property. Downing-
town had many inns at the time. John Downing com-
plained of having to accommodate travelers stopped
because of “freshets on the Brandywine;” he decided
to open an inn to exploit their inconvenience.

Cabbage for Breakfast

Three classes of inns were available at the time: first
class or stagecoach inns, such as the Ship Inn in West
Whiteland Township; second class, and third class or
drovers’ inns where you slept on your own pallet and
received cabbage for breakfast and feed for your horses.
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