
THE LEIPER RAILROAD.

BY C. HOWARD LUNGREN.

The following facts are from contemporary notes and
newspapers. The railroad was preceded by an application to

• the Legislature for a canal in 1790 by Thomas Leiper and
John Wall, of Delaware County, and supported by the state-
ment of the stone cutters and masons of the City of Philadel-
phia, in which it appeared that Mr. Leiper's stone was the
best produced in the neighborhood of the city. Nothing was
done in the matter at the time, as the application was opposed
by John and Isaac McIlvain, owners of a mill site further up
Crum Creek, and by John and Richard Crosby, owners of a
forge on the creek, who feared their dam would be ruined.
Mr. Leiper wished to enlarge the mill race and thus convert it
into a canal, which was the great means of communication
between place and place for heavy loads. The bill failed to
pass on account of these remonstrances.*

Jacob Hiltzheimer, who was elected a Representative for
the City of Philadelphia in 1786 and served for eleven conse-
cutive years, writes in his diary under date of January 25th,
1792: .. Meirs Fisher argued two hours against the Report of
the Committee that the prayer of Thomas Leiper for a canal
on Crum Creek could not be granted and in the afternoon R.
Wells spoke in favor of the Report." On January 27th,
1792: "Leiper's Report again 'called up in the House, when
Mr. Gallatin argued about an hour in favor of it, which he
did in a most masterly manner, and the Report was almost
unanimously adopted."

The reason for these remonstrances can be readily under-
stood when we examine the topography of the proposed canal.
Mr. Leiper wished to enlarge into a canal the old mill race
which led from McIlvain's to Leiper's Mills, the latter stand-
ing .. just below the Big Road, passing through the town of

* Westcott's History of Pbiiadetphia, Chapter 309.
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Ridley," now Leiperville. I n justice to Mr. Leiper, however,
it must be said that the McIlvains were not entirely depend-
ent upon the race for their power.
- Being forced to abandon this project, Mr. Leiper cast

around for some other method of transportation, but it was
not until the year 1809 that the scheme of constructinz a

"tramway was matured. In a. memorandum book kept in his
own hand, commencing in 1807 and ending in 1810, we meet
with the first evidence that he is hold insr under consideration

"such a scheme only so late as May, 1809. He then made an
estimate for a railway three-quarters of a mile long from his
quarries on Crum Creek to the landing place on Ridley Creek
(at the head of tide) to be built of wood, opposite to which
he had a short profile of the work. The estimate is not com-
plete, and the idea, so far as the work is concerned seems to
have been abandoned until January or February of the fol-
lowing year (1810). He then estimates three-quarters of a
mile of the railroad minutely and arrives at the conclusion
that it will cost, including the survey, $1592-47.*

So far from abandoning the project of a railway, Mr.
Leiper instituted an experiment to satisfy himself that the
idea was feasible. He employed a mill wright named Somer-
ville, from Scotland, to lay a track in the yard of the old
"Bull's Head Tavern," on Second Street, north of Poplar
Lane, t and the experiment is thus described in the issue of
the Aurora, dated September 27th, 1809:-

" We have the pleasure to inform the lovers of domestic
improvements that a satisfactory experiment, at which we
were present, was lately made in this city, by Mr. Thomas
Leiper, of the great utility of railways for the conveyance of
heavy burdens-an improvement which a few years asro was
introduced into England - as in many cases a cheap and
valuable substitute for canals. In the above experiment a

railway was laid of two parallel courses of oak scantling,
about four feet apart, supported on blocks or sleepers about
eight (8) feet from each other. On this railway, which had
an ascent of one-and-a-half (1.%) inches in a yard, or 2° 23',
a single horse, under disadvantage of a path of loose earth to
walk on, hauled up a four-wheeled carriage, loaded with the
enormous weight of 95.% hundred weight, or 10696 pounds.
We are informed that Mr. Leiper is about to lay a railway on
Crum Creek, in Delaware County, for the conveyance of stone
from his quarry to the landing, a distance of about one mile.

Robt. Pattersou, Prof. Math. University of Pa.
Calendar Irvine, Supt. U. S. Military Stores
John Glenn, Agent for Thomas Leiper

"Being called upon by Thomas Leiper, Esq., to view his
newly made truck-wagon fixed on the railway, of ahout
twenty-one yards in length, for the purpose of making experi-
ments, exhibited in the yard of the Bull Tavern, Northern
Liberties, I took the exact acclivity of the said rail or
draught-way, and found it to rise at the rate of one inch and
a half to the yard.

Philadelphia, July 31St, 1809-Reading Howell, Engineer.

"Nor can we close this brief notice of an interesting work
without paying a merited tribute of applause to the patriotic
enterprise of the gentleman who has been first in America to
engage in it; and we hope he may derive as much advantage
from it as such an example to the public fully entitles him to."

Entirely satisfied with the success of these experiments,
Mr. Leiper took Tmmediate steps to push forward the work
thus maugurated, as the following advertisements (Aurora,
Sept. 27, 1809) show:-

RAILWAY

* Delaware County Rejltbllcan, issue of February 24th, 1860.

t Smith's History of Delaware C01l1zly,page 389.

I wish to contract for the digging part of a railway from
my quarries on Crum Creek to my landing on Ridley. The
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distance and level have been accurately ascertained hy Mr.
Reading Howell. The distance is exactly three fourths of a
mile, and an accurate statement of the quantity of digging
required may be seen from the plot in my possession, calcu-
lated by Mr. Howell.

I also wish to contract for the making and laying part of
the same, consisting of wood, a specimen of which, as furn-
ished by Messrs. Large and Winpenny, may be seen by apply-
ing to them at their manufactory, adjoining the Bull's Head
in Second Street in the Northern Liberties. The scantling for
the above will be furnished on the ground. I wish to progress
in this work immediately.

For more particular information, apply to

George G. Leiper,
. on the premises, or to

Thomas Leiper,
Tobacconist, No. 227 Market Street.

LABORERS WANTED

The work of building and grading was immediately begun,
the draft of the road being made by John Thompson,
October, 1809, and the railway was finished early in I8lO.
The ascents were graded inclined planes, and the superstruct-
ure was made of white oak, with cross ties and string pieces.
The cars or trucks were very similar to those now in use, the
wheels being made of cast iron with flanges.

These rails soon yielded to the cast iron wheels and were
soon after protected by a strip of iron covering the upper sur-
face only, which was fastened to them with screws, and in
this manner this railway was continued in use for nineteen
years. The motive power for the railway was oxen.*

The railway continued in active use until 1828, when it
was superseded by a canal after the plan made by Mr. Leiper
but not carried into effect until three years after his death,
when his son, Han. George Gray Leiper, concluded the work
which had always been" nearest to his father's heart."

The site of the old road could still be traced in 1886,
though it was in ruins, nothing remaining except the deep
ruts made by. the cross ties. In 1905 all that remained of this
railroad was a depression at the top of the hill between Crum
and Ridley Creeks, where there had been a cut. It was then
about IS0 yards long and four feet deep at its deepest point,
filled with rank grass and weeds.

There has been a great deal of discussion of late years
with regard to the claim of priority for this railroad, it having
been insisted by various New England writers that an earlier
tramway had been built in or near Boston. Bnt as nearly as
I can arrive at any conclusion upon the subject, the only road
constructed before the building of Mr. Leiper's tramway in
Delaware County, Pa., was that on the western slope of
Beacon Hill, Massachusetts. This was designed and executed
by Silas Whitney in 1807, and was about a quarter of a mile
in length.

Sept. 27th,' 1809

He subsequently contracted with John Bryce, who inserted
the following advertisement in the Aurora:-

Leiper's Snuff Mills on Crum Creek, Oct. zSth , 1809.
I have contracted with Thomas Leiper for the digging part

of the Railway from his stone quarries on Crum Creek to his
Landing on Ridley Creek.

The work is now progressing, which I find to be a very
easy process, for three yoke of oxen can plow from 10 to IS
inches deep, which I am to have the use of for the whole of
the contract. From that circnmstance nothing but shovels
will be required for three-fourths of the way. Laborers who
wish to engage will please apply to

John Bryce, on the premises.
Nov. I, r809. * Smith's History of Delaware County, p. 389.
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It was used for the transporting of gravel from the top
of the hill down to Charles Street, which was being filled up
and graded. There were two trains of cars on this railway.
so -arranged that one train being loaded with gravel would in
its descent pull up the empty train. While the ful1 cars were
being emptied, the unloaded cars were being fitled and in their
.descent would haul up the first traiu, thus doing the work
without horses. This road was, however, only temporary,
and as the work of grading progressed it was gradually
removed.

It is, however, entitled to mention "as the first work of
the kind in America," having been put into active operation
at least two years before Mr. Leiper's preliminary and experi-
mental railway in the yard of the Bull's Head Tavern.

Mr. Leiper's road in Delaware County was, however, the
first permanent tramway constructed in this country. * The
next in point of date was laid in Nashua, New Hampshire, in
1825; the third was one laid down at Quincy Granite Quar-
ries, in Massachusetts, in 1826-27, and the fourth the great
enterprise at Mauch Chunk, Pennsylvania, built May, 1827.
nine miles in length, to which the former ones are mere child's
play. This latter railroad to the Summit Mine was completed
in three months in 1827, and was the first real railroad in
Pennsylvania and the United States. It is wel1 known as the
Switchback .']

*American Historical Record, Vol. I, p. 405.

1·Egle's History of Pennsyluania, Vol. I, p. 246.
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