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PREFACE


I have always enjoyed history, especially that of my gorgeous home state, Pennsylvania. But I must admit that I had no idea of the rich history hidden just below the surface throughout much of the commonwealth. This project initially was intended to cover approximately twenty ghost towns but quickly grew to almost fifty. Locals near one site invariably knew of others hidden among the hollows and forests, and finding those led to others.


One of the biggest challenges in writing this book was in the definition of a ghost town. How “gone” must a town be to be included? Some were obvious, with basement foundations, cemeteries, and remnants of roads being all that mark their positions. In other instances, towns by the same name now stand on the site, but the initial settlement was dismantled. Some sites have been turned into tourist attractions, complete with visitors centers and admission fees. In other cases, a few people remain in the original towns, but the towns have ceased to exist in a practical sense. To these remaining residents, I ask your pardon for including your hometown in this book


Each of these towns touched me. Almost every one was special to the people who called it home. Each saw its share of joy and sorrow, laughter and tears, dreams and disappointments. All represented loss as I stood among the ruins.


Some towns had important histories, with plans to house exiled queens or welcome the coming of the Messiah, or as the first site in the world to drill for oil for use as an energy source. Many others were small villages and towns where miners, wildcatters, lumbermen, frontier settlers, and their families lived and worked, but in a way, these were every bit as important. It was these hardworking, brave souls who paved the way for the development of this entire nation. Rural outposts such as these became the backbone on which our nation’s economy and culture were built.


My hope is that in writing this book, these sites will survive. Many are in danger of disappearing forever, and a few already have. Perhaps this book will help a few of these towns live on, if only in memory.


A book like this is impossible to write without the help of a lot of people. My editor, Kyle Weaver at Stackpole Books, provided much-appreciated support and encouragement. My parents and children gave me the time and opportunity to take this task on, and I thank them for it. I also thank Mike and Debbie Hutchison and Mary Hutchison for their insightful comments and encouragement. I owe a special thanks to my father, William Hutchison, whose support of this project and tour-guide duties at times were invaluable and provided cherished memories.


The others that helped along the way are many: Lou Bernard, curator extraordinaire from Clinton County Historical Society; Fred Sliter, the “mayor” of Pithole City; Ron and Georgia Blauch; Steve Bottiger; the Pennwriters’ Area 5 Writers’ Group; the staff at Eastern State Penitentiary; Tom Wenger; and the many historians, curators, docents, enthusiasts, and ghost town seekers who provided me with a surprising number of towns to investigate. If I have failed to mention someone here, it is not from lack of appreciation.
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Teutonia


Pennsylvania once provided home to several German communistic societies. One of the largest was Teutonia, in McKean County.


History


The Society of Industry was formed in December 1841, when German immigrants Henry Ginal, William Gilbert, Henry Schweitzer, and William Wernwag purchased 37,000 acres of land in rural McKean County. The founders planned Teutonia as a communal society, in which all property belonged to everyone in the community to be shared. The only exceptions to this were cash money and furniture, which could be owned outright.


Each resident owned equal shares of the town. When joining the society, each male member purchased his share of the community and agreed to do his share of work. Women were considered to be homemakers and were not expected to work outside the home. Children would become society members when they reached adulthood.


Teutonia supported itself mainly through farming and the cattle industry. A few other minor businesses supplemented the town’s income.


The town of Teutonia was located near Clermont, south of Smethport. The plans for Teutonia included a Main Street that bisected the town. The northern half of the town contained a church and school, brick plant, repair shop, pottery works, and a planned hotel, which was never completed. Most of the homes in Teutonia were in the northern portion. Along a road named Broadway stood a row of one-and-a-half-story homes. The homes were all exactly alike, in keeping with the communistic beliefs. Each had a single room on the main floor and a small loft for sleeping.


The southern half of the town contained two lodging houses for single residents: one for men, one for women. A general store, communal storage cellar, cabinetmaker’s shop, and the community kitchen stood nearby.


Organized religion was a part of life in Teutonia, unlike many other communistic groups. The Society of Industry required that at least 300 shareholders vote to hire a minister. The minister then had to purchase a share of the village, after which he was given a house and board.


The people of Teutonia were industrious, serious-minded people. Besides the agricultural pursuits, several villagers generated income using very different skills. A weaver, watchmaker, carpenter, and baker joined the farmers, potterymakers, brickmakers, and tanners in providing the economic framework of the communistic society.


Initially Teutonia was successful. The townspeople were elated that their economic and social experiment was a success. Soon, however, the laws of economics dealt them a hard blow. Markets for selling Teutonian goods, produce, and meat were distant. Subsequently, the shipping costs began to significantly diminish the profits, and the fortunes of Teutonia suffered.


By 1844, Teutonia was in financial and interpersonal turmoil. The German immigrants who made up the majority of Teutonians grew weary of wearing the bland Teutonian uniform and residing in identical homes. Many residents began to yearn for the opportunity to determine their own destiny and perhaps excel financially on their own. It undoubtedly was difficult for the residents to view the larger, decorated homes of their friends from neighboring villages and compare them to the spartan, charmless cabins in Teutonia.


Henry Ginal, one of the founders of Teutonia, became aware of the unrest in his town. He was asked to reevaluate the documents and constitution of the town and try to come up with some changes that might save it. Ginal promised to do so as soon as he returned from a sudden business trip to Olean. He never returned. The villagers later learned that he had moved to Milwaukee and joined the Freethinker Society. His abandonment was a crushing blow to the community.


Following Ginal’s defection, the town crumbled. The homes were abandoned, and the inhabitants dispersed. All subsequently became self-determining, capitalistic Americans.


The Town Today


Unfortunately, nothing remains today of the town of Teutonia. The land it once sat on has been completely bulldozed to make way for new industries.


Directions


The site of Teutonia is located just south of Clermont, off Route 146. A nearby cemetery, east on Route 146, contains the remains of some of the inhabitants and is worth a visit.


Pithole City


At its peak, the delightfully named Pithole City, in Venango County, would have given any Wild West town a run for its money. It lived a full life in its 500 short days.


History


Pithole City was a marvel of evolution and entropy. The city, located near Titusville in Venango County, was valued at more than $2 million in 1865. In 1878, it was sold to Venango County for $4.37.


How the town came to be named is a somewhat murky issue. Legends of sulfur gases emanating from the pits or holes among the rocks near the local creek apparently led some to believe that the portal to hell was nearby. Others claim that the name simply came from the excavations that took place when drilling for oil. At times, at its zenith, Pithole City probably could have passed as the portal to hell, if the mayhem and odors were any indication.


In September 1865, Pithole City had approximately 15,000 residents. In addition, it had an astonishing fifty-seven hotels. To accommodate the oil workers’ needs, it also boasted several brothels and many bars. Briefly, Pithole City had the third-busiest post office in Pennsylvania, as well as its own newspaper. Theaters staged Shakespeare, and pantomime troupes performed at the Athenaeum. Less than a year later, the town was all but deserted.


Pithole City began on the Thomas Holmden farm in Venango County in 1865. Two speculators named Frazier and Faulkner leased the sixty-five acres of farmland in hopes that oil would be found, as much of the oil production in the world at that time was situated in nearby Oil Creek Valley. The men decided to drill on this particular land by using a divining tool made of a witch hazel twig. They were in luck.


The Frazier Well was christened on January 7, 1865. Oil production reached 250 barrels a day. Shortly thereafter, a competing company sank a well just outside the Holmden farm, which also began producing oil at approximately 250 barrels per day.


Almost overnight, thousands of speculators and workers flooded to Pithole City. The land was leased for $3,000 per half-acre plot to speculators, many of whom were Civil War veterans. The land did not belong to the speculator, but rather to the leasors. Subsequently, the resident speculators frequently erected very inexpensive, small buildings in which to live or work. Because many homes and buildings were designed and constructed in a matter of days or weeks, construction was often shoddy and dangerous. All were constructed with wood. No buildings made of stone or brick were built in Pithole City.


One of the more alarming structures in Pithole City was the Astor Hotel, a two-story structure built in its entirety in one day. The Astor Hotel could accommodate sixty guests. Although the townspeople complimented each other throughout the summer on how hastily such structures were put in place, wintertime was a miserable existence, as no insulation and poor construction made for breezy, freezing living conditions. At night, light streamed from the gaps in the wallboards onto the muddy street outside.


The boomtown exploded into existence, but its infrastructure was lacking. Water was scarce in the area and had to be hauled in from distant sites, at great expense. A cup of water cost 10 cents and a pitcher was half a dollar, exorbitant prices in the mid-1800s. There was no sewage system in place, causing the town to absolutely reek. A visitor to Pithole at its peak described it as smelling “like a camp full of soldiers with diarrhea.” The town also had no garbage removal system, so dead animals, such as horses and mules, were simply dragged to the edge of town and left to rot. Subsequently, disease was always lurking, and outbreaks of cholera and diphtheria were ever-present threats to residents.


Families and shopkeepers, with no more effective means to eliminate waste, simply opened back doors and pitched out garbage and chamber pot contents. The local gentry would often take off their shoes and socks to cross streets, and then replace them after rinsing their bare feet in buckets provided by local shops.


Besides the human waste, petroleum products posed health threats to residents. Enormous barrels held crude oil within the town, waiting to be carted away. These tanks were open-topped, exposed to weather, leaves, and other pollution. They also presented a constant threat of explosion from fire. Huge signs were posted throughout the town, warning residents that smokers would be lynched. Despite this, the teamsters and drillers defiantly continued to smoke secretly, placing the town’s residents at great risk.


Another problem was the poor storage of the pumped oil. The teamsters’ horses and mules, used to pull the wagons laden with oil barrels, continually slogged through a slurry consisting of oil and mud. Pithole mules were easy to spot: None had any hair from the neck down. The sludge damaged the capillaries that carried blood to the skin, causing the hair to fall out. At times, the poor beasts were flogged as they tried to drag the tremendously heavy loads through the muddy corduroy tracks to nearby towns. Many dropped dead in their harnesses and were simply dragged to the side of the road. The life expectancy of horses and mules in Pithole City was but a few months. At Pithole’s peak, no draft animals were available in a thirty-mile radius around the city. Horses were shipped in from Ohio and New York to work in Pithole.


At first the teamsters were the only feasible way to remove the oil from Pithole and get it to market. Realizing their monopoly, the men quickly began raising their prices. Outcry from the leaseholders did nothing to soften their stance.


In response, the world’s first oil pipeline was built in Pithole City and was tested on October 9, 1865. It was developed by Samuel Van Sykle in an attempt to thwart the teamsters’ greed. The initial pipeline ran between Pithole and the nearby Miller farm and was quickly followed by several additional pipelines.


The pipelines were effective in transporting the pumped oil and put some 500 teamsters out of work in a matter of weeks. The teamsters retaliated by threatening the oil company officials, sabotaging the pipeline, clashing with guards, and setting the Harley Company oil tanks ablaze. When these tactics didn’t work, they quietly lowered the price on their hauling service.


The effect of the price decrease was quite the opposite from what the teamsters had expected. Rather than being grateful for the relief from the high prices, the leaseholders simply argued that it was an acknowledgment that the earlier prices had been intended to gouge the consumers and continued to use the pipelines.


The inhabitants of Pithole were a rather tough lot, mostly adventurous, rowdy men who sought diversions from their daily hard labor. Liquor sales flourished, and there were frequent shootouts and murders in the streets. From all reports, Pithole would have given any Wild West town a run for its money.


Brothels were a source of amusement for the locals and a constant headache for the local police officers. At the Free and Easy brothel, for example, two of the female employees insulted one another, which led to a spirited fistfight, complete with hair pulling and punches. Both were given an overnight stay in jail to calm themselves. One of the ladies’ boyfriends persuaded two of his friends to storm the prison to free his love, but they were unsuccessful and were chased out of town.


The famous boxer Ben Hogan and his prostitute girlfriend, French Kate, lived in Pithole City and ran a popular brothel and saloon. Hogan had nicknamed himself “the wickedest man in the world,” although his reasons for doing so are unclear. His past is murky and undocumented, but it appears that he had a history of work in entertainment, including boxing and gymnastics exhibitions.


Upon moving to Pithole City in February 1866, Hogan began earning a living entertaining crowds with violent boxing matches or gymnastics. His matches often ended with near riots breaking out between the groups of rival fans.


French Kate became a madame in Pithole, running a successful brothel. Hogan served as her pimp and agent, procuring young women to work in the establishment. Kate’s girls often rode naked on horseback through Pithole on Sunday mornings to advertise their services.


French Kate was a rough character. Although never proven, Kate was rumored to have been involved in the plot to assassinate President Lincoln. She supposedly had some interaction with John Wilkes Booth, who briefly speculated in oil in the valley before pursuing his dream of being an actor as well as his interest in politics. Booth later assassinated President Lincoln.


Ben Hogan was enterprising in his quest to find new young prostitutes for Kate. One technique was to place ads in newspapers in upstate New York, seeking nannies for respectable families in Pithole. When the unsuspecting girls arrived, they were pressed into service in French Kate’s brothel.


One such young lady, Rebecca, applied for the job and arrived in town. Upon realizing that her employers were not a family in need of a nanny, but expected her to prostitute herself, she refused. The seventeen-year-old was imprisoned on the second floor of the brothel and starved in an attempt to force her to submit. She somehow managed to write a letter to her mother and have it smuggled from the building. The letter was found, unstamped, in the road and was dropped into the mail. Remarkably, the letter was delivered to the girl’s mother, who raced to Pithole City to save her daughter.


The girl’s hysterical mother begged French Kate and Ben Hogan to release her daughter, but the two denied any knowledge of her existence or whereabouts. In desperation, the mother turned to the local pastor to intervene. Reverend Steadman, with three armed friends, visited Ben Hogan.


At first Hogan denied the girl’s existence, but when the four men drew pistols and pointed them at his head, he suddenly regained his memory. He apologized for his brief memory slip and ordered the girl’s release to her mother.


In 1866, oil production began to slow dramatically as the wells dried up. In addition, several devastating fires sealed the fate of the town as a dying entity. The first fire occurred on August 2, 1865, at the Grant Well. The well had at first appeared dry, but then suddenly began pumping oil. A crowd of about 100 gathered to watch the oil flow. Not expecting such an increase in output, the owners did not have provisions to catch the oil in place, and it ran unencumbered across the ground, into the rutted road, and to the creek.


An explosion, probably caused by the heat generated by the pumping mechanism, ripped through the celebrating crowd, seriously injuring twenty, one of whom later died of his wounds. The fire consumed an area spanning an acre in a matter of moments, with flames leaping more than 100 feet in the air.


More fires were to follow. The flimsy wooden structures that composed the town were kindling in front of oil-rich flames. The scarcity of water made firefighting difficult at best. The devastation from the fires, combined with the dwindling oil flow from the wells, sealed the fate of Pithole City. Most remaining residents, discouraged, simply abandoned their leases.


The Town Today


Today little remains of Pithole City. A small visitors center onsite hosts lectures and occasional tours of the site. (Lantern tours in October are very popular; call ahead and arrive early.) The “mayor” of Pithole City, Fred Sliter, who is knowledgeable about the site and the general area, currently runs the visitors center. A detailed diorama of the town at its height of activity makes the visitors center worth visiting, and you can view a videotaped history of the area. A gift shop and restrooms are available. The museum’s hours are irregular; it is recommended that you check the hours online or call ahead if you plan to visit. There is a nominal admission fee.


Indentations where cellars were sunken and the outlines of roads are still visible to visitors. Street signs mark the roads clearly, and detailed signs throughout the site show the locations of many of the original buildings. It is illegal to treasure hunt here; leave your metal detector at home. Benches placed throughout the site allow you to sit and imagine the rich history of the town. A picnic pavilion with barbecue pits is also available.


Stories of encounters with ghosts are plentiful at Pithole City today. Many visitors report seeing French Kate, accompanied by a sudden drop in temperature. Some say that they have seen Ben Hogan. Though these reports are intriguing, a story told by the curator of the site gives one pause.


The curator of Pithole City, Fred Sliter, has never personally experienced any paranormal phenomena. Many visitors tell him about the ghosts they have seen on the site, and he listens politely. But one such report haunted him, so to speak.


In the early 1990s, an elderly couple was visiting Pithole City from Ohio. Fred was working on the property and sat down to rest on one of the benches. The couple joined him and asked whether any reenactments were currently happening on the property. Fred informed them that Pithole City did not do reenactments. The two looked a bit confused and told Fred that they had just spoken to a man in period dress at the corner of Holmden and First Streets. The man introduced himself as Alexander Payne and told them that he was surprised at the condition of the town. He said that he had formerly worked in Pithole.


Fred was unfamiliar with the name. After returning to the visitors center, and noting only his and the couple’s cars in the parking lot, he researched the name of Alexander Payne. No such person had ever lived in Pithole.


Several years later, Fred and other museum employees were working on a nearby site and came across a cemetery. Fred searched and found a grave for a man named Alexander Payne, who lived near the cemetery’s site and commuted to work in Pithole City each day. Was he visiting the town in which he had worked for some time?


Directions


Follow Route 27 east from Titusville, then take Route 227. Follow signs for the turnoff to Pithole, which is between Pleasantville and Plumer.


Straight


Located in Elk County near the now-submerged ghost lumber town of Instanter lies the watery grave of Straight, Pennsylvania.


History


Quinn and Company, along with Henry, Bayard, and Company, founded Straight in a location along the Clarion River around 1895. A lumbermill was located where the Straight Creek flowed into the river from the east.


The company store and office were built first, with lumber brought from nearby Quinnwood. The store was large: 60 feet wide by 150 feet long, in a two-story frame. A hand-propelled elevator joined the two floors. The employees purchased items in the store on credit, which was weighed against their pay at the end of the month. The store’s manager was widely regarded as a reasonable man. In times of difficulty, debts were forgiven. If a worker couldn’t work because of illness, the store provided food to carry the sick man through. If a worker’s wife was spending too much money, the store notified the worker, and the woman’s shopping was limited.


Other buildings in town included a barbershop and a billiard hall. On the second floor of the billiard hall building, a large room was used for square dancing on weekend evenings. Occasionally a movie was shown on a sheet on the wall. The town also had a Catholic church, built in 1904. Before the church’s construction, worshippers used a barn for their services.


Initially kerosene lamps illuminated the inside of the lumbermill. But because of the high risk of fire, which was an ever-present threat in the lumber industry, a generator began providing the electricity to light the mill, the lumberyard, and even the company store in 1903.


Besides the lumbermill, Quinn and Company also built a chemical plant in town. Soon two other companies founded chemical plants nearby. The work attracted Italian immigrant workers, who lived in a shanty town on the outskirts of Straight. The men who actually cut the lumber and stripped the bark in Straight consisted of Swedish-descent Americans and some French workers. The men who were employed to cut the cordwood tended to be Swedish, Austrian, Polish, and Italian.


The workers’ houses were essentially identical. All had two stories, with a kitchen, living area, and two bedrooms on the first floor and four bedrooms on the second floor. There was no sewer system, so all houses had outhouses.


The forest camps for the lumbermen, who were called wood hicks, tended to be rough places, in terms of standard of living. The men were expected to provide their own straw- or cornhusk-stuffed mattresses and cooking implements. Twice a week, the supply car made its trip to the camps. The train conductor dropped off the current order of groceries and took the supply order for the next trip. The supply car typically brought such items as beef, prepared hogs, salt pork, potatoes, beans, oatmeal and cornmeal, spices such as salt and pepper, eggs, milk, and kerosene for light. In addition, supplies for the horses and mules were provided. The Italian workers complained bitterly about the lack of bread, prompting the Quinn company to build a bakery in town, hire an Italian baker, and supply the camps with Italian bread.


Unlike many lumber camps, in which alcohol was strictly forbidden, it flowed freely in Straight. Beer and whiskey were shipped in from St. Mary’s weekly, and the wood hicks often rolled entire kegs to their camps to enjoy. Needless to say, frequent raucous fights broke out in the camps among the various ethnic groups.


The town had a rather unusual interest in aesthetics that many other lumber towns did not share. Parts of town included lovely painted homes, with yards complete with shade and fruit trees. The company even allowed virgin hemlock forest to surround the town, shielding the ugly clear-cutting from view, until the very end of the supply was reached. These trees were the last to be cut in 1909. At that time, the lumbermill was closed and dismantled, and its building materials were shipped elsewhere.


The chemical plants continued to operate for some time after the mill closed, shipping in hardwood from other areas of the state. Eventually they too closed, around 1923. The town rapidly emptied as workers moved on to other employment.


The Town Today


Like the nearby town of Instanter, Straight is deep underwater. In 1948, the U.S. government built the East Branch Flood Control Dam, flooding the entire valley in which Straight stood.


Straight briefly emerged from its watery tomb in 1991 during a drought. At that time, little remained to suggest that a busy lumber town had once stood on the site.


Betula


Betula is located in McKean County in a pretty area of the state. Several company homes still stand, with current families living within.


History


Betula was founded sometime around 1910. The town grew rapidly when the Betula Stave Company, a barrelmaking business, was built. Local lumbermills provided wood to the barrel factory. With 3,500 residents, the town had a hotel, jail, billiard lounge, barbershop, lovely theater, and livery stables. A taxicab, a rare luxury, was available to convey residents between Betula, Norwich, and Colgrove.


The billiard lounge did not supply alcohol to its customers, nor did any other businesses in Betula. The period of time in which Betula flourished was during the time of Prohibition in America. To circumvent these restrictions, some of the workers built stills out in the woods to supply their liquor. The partying was kept relatively quiet, however, as the men ran the risk of losing their jobs if they were caught imbibing. Some made the trip to the nearby town of Clermont, which had a much more liberal view of alcohol consumption.


As with all lumber towns, it was the hardworking men who made the town successful. The men who cut the lumber for the barrel company were called wood hicks. They numbered in the thousands around Betula and lived in the woods and mountains in huts and tents. They came down out of the woods to town once a month, on payday. They stayed in town until they had partied to their hearts’ and wallets’ content, and then returned to the woods empty-handed. These were rugged men who worked hard and bathed infrequently. They, not surprisingly, were typically unmarried and lived alone or in small groups in rustic huts and shanty towns around Betula.


By 1922, the forests surrounding Betula had been stripped bare for miles around, which was the lament of many a logging town. The barrel factory closed, as did the lumbermills. Betula quickly died out, having no other significant businesses to sustain it. Many of the local houses and other buildings were dismantled, and the materials were taken elsewhere to be used again in construction.


The Town Today


A few original homes still stand in Betula, with families living in them today. Little remains to remind visitors of the busy little town that once claimed to have “everything a larger city had, only smaller.” Remains of the barrel mill and lumbermill, including foundations, are reportedly located just north of the main road in Betula.


Directions


From Smethport, take Route 46 south for 12.5 miles. The right-hand turn to Betula is marked by a road sign. Follow the Betula Road, noting the older homes on either side. These were the original company houses. A dirt road leading from the right reportedly leads to the foundations of the stave factory and possibly the lumbermills.


Petroleum Center


Petroleum Center, in Venango County, played an important role in the history of Pennsylvania. It also played a critical role in the development of petroleum’s use as a fuel, which changed the world.


History


Petroleum Center is approximately midway between Titusville and Oil City, which became oil centers around 1859. Petroleum Center began to pump oil in 1861 and reached its peak in 1869. In 1864, the Central Petroleum Company purchased the G. W. McClintock farm and formed a town. The company leased land to speculators, with the stipulation that the company would own half of any oil that was found. They also added that any building could be torn down on thirty days’ notice to put in a new well. Because of this, almost all homes and businesses were made of inexpensive materials, and construction practice was shoddy at best.


Living space in Petroleum Center was at a premium. Visitors planning a trip to the town were cautioned to pack lightly. Rooms and beds were difficult to come by, and storage for personal items was almost nonexistent. Visitors often shared beds with a stranger, if they were lucky enough to get one at all. 


At its most prolific, the town boasted 5,000 residents. Oil and entertainment were considered to be the major industries of the town. The Opera House was an important cultural landmark in Petroleum Center. One of its more impressive acts was that of Billy Moorhead, entitled “The Only Man in the Country Who Can Write Up and Down with Both Hands at the Same Time.”


Besides the Opera House, Petroleum Center was home to a bank, three churches, twelve dry-goods stores, several hotels, brokerage offices, livery stables, gambling houses, saloons, and brothels. The town was entirely company-owned, so there was no municipal government and no appreciable law enforcement, other than the county sheriff. There was no public sanitation service or public works of any kind. Subsequently, it was a rather odoriferous, dirty place for the most part. Raw sewage mixed with garbage that townspeople flung from their doorways.


One of the more prominent and wealthy citizens of Petroleum Center was George H. Bissel, who owned the local bank. Bissel was a pivotal person in world history, as he was the first person to realize the illuminative capabilities of petroleum. His 1853 discovery created an entirely new form of fuel for light and heat in the world, which continues to be used today. Bissel began the world’s first petroleum company in 1854, the Pennsylvania Rock Oil Company.


The term “wildcatter” was coined in Petroleum Center. A speculator in a neighboring valley shot a wildcat on his lease, stuffed it, and placed it atop his oil derrick. Subsequent visitors to the area referred to the area as Wildcat Hollow and called the local citizens, who risked drilling for oil in unproven territory, wildcatters.


Crime was a significant problem in Petroleum Center. That the town had no police force certainly was of some comfort to the criminals who called Petroleum Center home. Described in the local paper as a town of “pure, unadulterated wickedness,” Petroleum Center struggled with how to contain the criminal element with limited resources in a company town. With little law enforcement, lawbreakers faced no censure for their acts.


The crime of sandbagging was rampant. Thugs would fill bags with sand, approach pedestrians from behind, strike them, and steal their belongings. Reports of crime were so common that when a waitress was shot in Tom Quirk’s saloon, so much other mayhem claimed space in the local paper that the shooting was barely mentioned.


The livery stables in town did a swift business in providing horses and mules to teamsters, the men who drove the wagons full of oil barrels from the town. The local oil teamsters were known to many as dirty fighters. They had a well-earned reputation for biting off noses, lips, and ears during brawls. Prospecting forty-niners, passing through the area panning for gold, were horrified by the brutality of the oil teamsters during the requisite barroom fights. The forty-niners preferred to cleanly shoot their opponents.


As oil production declined, so too did the town. Workers and their families moved on to other employment in areas throughout the Northeast.


The Town Today


Over the last several decades, the state government claimed eminent domain over Petroleum Center, and the families who remained left the area. The sad loss of their homes has had the positive impact of providing the world with the ability to visit an important site in the quest for energy sources. The site is now part of the 7,000-acre Oil Creek State Park, with camping, hiking, fishing, cross-country skiing, and railroad rides.


Today little remains of Petroleum Center as it was. Most structures from the peak of oil production were constructed poorly from degradable products such as wood. A concrete step near the iron bridge remains as one of the few true artifacts of the bygone era. It was the original step of the George H. Bissel and Company Bank.


A well-marked historical walking path begins at the ranger station. The forty-five-minute walk is easy, handicapped-accessible, and incorporates highly informative markers telling the history and human-interest stories from the period when the town provided a significant portion of the world’s petroleum. The train station, located along the walk, houses some interesting photos and a detailed diorama of the town. It is staffed by a knowledgeable curator.


Oil Creek State Park is free of charge and is open year-round. The train station is also free but is open only from June through October. Bicycle rentals are available at the house across from the ranger station. Picnic tables are plentiful, and there are many hiking trails through the park.


The town’s cemetery is located on a trail off SR 1009, as you exit the area to drive to Titusville. It is clearly marked by a sign. You can get a key to open the trail gate from the ranger station or park and take the short hike up the trail to the cemetery. There are surprisingly few graves here. As you return on the trail to your vehicle, look to your left and peer through the woods. A few dozen yards away from the main cemetery is the McClintock family plot, surrounded by a short concrete fence. The gravestones are in some disrepair.


Directions


Petroleum Center is located in Oil Creek State Park, just off Route 8, about 3 miles north of Oil City. It is a few miles west of Pithole City, another ghost town highlighted in this book.


Peale


Peale existed from 1883 to 1912 and lies in a beautiful stretch of Clearfield County near Snow Shoe.


History


The coal-mining town of Peale was named after Sen. S. R. Peale of Lock Haven. It was a rather large company town, with some 300 buildings. At its height, 2,500 people called Peale home.


The Clearfield Bituminous Coal Company or the Beech Creek Railroad owned every structure in Peale and employed all working residents. The workers’ houses were all similar—two-story frame buildings painted red. Each had three rooms on the ground floor and two or three rooms on the second floor. The coal company charged rent varying from $4.25 to $6.75. Rent included running water, which was provided from a reservoir behind the town.


Many of the town’s residents were Swedish. Others were of Scottish descent. One Scotswoman, Martha Renfrew, lies at rest under the last standing gravestone in the Oakwood Cemetery. She and her husband sailed to America in 1870. After the death of her husband in 1877, Martha moved to Peale, where she lived until her death in May 1886. Poignantly, her gravestone simply states, “I was.”


The coal company owned the store in town, which provided almost every imaginable item to the residents. The only item that was not sold in the store was alcohol, which the company discouraged. Other buildings included a large town hall that served as a community meeting place and also housed a theater. Peale also had an Episcopal church. All other denominations were not so fortunate, however, and conducted their services in the town hall. The town’s sidewalks were made of wooden boardwalks, which provided pedestrians with a relatively mud-free stroll through town.


The manager of Peale’s mining operations was George Platt. He was described as a fair man, and most men working in the town were content with their lot in life. In 1880, miners earned $11.50 a week for their services, and drivers in the mines $10 a week. In 1902, railroad laborers made 13 cents an hour, and railroad foremen 55 cents an hour.


The coal seam below the town proved to be largely unprofitable. Instead, the Peale workers had to hike three miles to Grassflat to mine there. The miners soon became tired of the long commute each morning and evening, especially in poor weather. One by one, they moved their families to Grassflat. The coal company closed up operations in Peale in 1912, although some hardy residents remained until the 1940s.


The Town Today


Some foundations can still be found in Peale. They are located near some cabins in the area. The former residents of Peale continue to gather and communicate, and they work hard to keep the memory of their beloved town alive.


Directions


From Clearfield, Pennsylvania, take Route 322 east. Merge onto Route 879, and then turn onto Route 80 east. Take Exit 133 toward Kylertown/Philipsburg. Turn left onto Route 53. Turn right onto Johnsons Road, which becomes SR 2039. Peale Road is straight ahead. Once you are on Peale Road, the town of Peale is a little over 1.5 miles ahead.
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