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October Meeting to Feature Program about Edison 

The first meeting of the Historical Society of 
Riverton for the 1998 season will be held on 

Monday, October 6, 1997 at 8:00 pm in the 
Riverton Public School Media Center. After a 
short business meeting, the program for the 
evening will celebrate the sesquicentennial of the 
birth of Thomas Edison with a program entitled 
"Thomas Edison ~ His Phonograph, Electric 
Light and other works in New Jersey". 

Thomas Alva Edison was one of the most pro
lific inventors of the late 19th century. He is most 
famous for his development of the first commer
cially practical incandescent lamp (1879). Perhaps 
his greatest contribution, however, was the devel
opment (1882) of the world's first central electric 
light-power station, in New York City. His early 
laboratories were forerunners of the modern 
industrial research laboratory, where skilled 
researchers jointly solve technological problems. 

Edison was born in the village of Milan, Ohio, 
on Feb. 11, 184 7, and his family later moved to Port 
Huron, Mich. His formal schooling was limited to 
three months, at the age of seven, but thereafter 
his mother tutored him, and he was an avid reader. 
At age 12 he became a train-boy, selling magazines 
and candy on the Grand Trunk Railroad. He spent 
all he earned on books and apparatus for his chem
ical laboratory. An accident at about this time even
tually led to a loss of some of his hearing. 

A station agent taught him telegraph code and 
procedures, and at age 15 Edison became manager 
of a telegraph office. His first inventions were the 
transmitter and receiver for the automatic tele
graph. At 21, Edison produced his first major 
invention, a stock ticker for printing stock
exchange quotations in brokers' offices. With the 
$40,000 he was paid for improvements in tickers, 

he established a manufacturing shop and a small 
laboratory in Newark, N.J. Deciding to give up 
manufacturing, he moved the laboratory to Menlo 
Park, N.J., where he directed groups of employees 
working on various projects. The original Menlo 
Park facility has now been relocated to the Henry 
Ford Museum in Dearborn, Mich. 

In 1878, Edison began work on an electric lamp 
and sought a material that could be electrically 
heated to incandescence in a vacuum. At first he 
used platinum wire in glass bulbs at 10 volts. He 
connected these bulbs in series to utilize a higher 
supply voltage; however, he realized that indepen
dent lamp control would be necessary for home 
and office use. He then developed a three-wire sys
tem with a supply of 220 volts. Each lamp operat
ed at 110 volts, and the higher voltage required a 
resistance greater than that of platinum. Edison 
conducted an extensive search for a filament mate
rial to replace platinum until, on Oct. 21, 1879, he 
demonstrated a lamp containing a carbonized cot
ton thread that glowed for 40 hours. 

Edison installed the first large central power 
station on Pearl Street in New York City in 1882; 
its steam-driven generators of 900 horsepower pro
vided enough power for 7,200 lamps. The success 
of this station led to the construction of many 
other central stations. Edison founded The Edison 
Electric Light Company (1878), which eventually 
merged with other companies into the General 
Electric Company (1892), one of the largest U.S. 
manufacturers. He consistently opposed, however, 
switching the power stations from direct current to 
alternating current, a change that would have 
increased transmission voltages considerably. 

During his experiments on the incandescent 
continued on next page 
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bulb, Edison noted a flow of electricity from a 
hot filament across a vacuum to a metal wire. This 
phenomenon, known as thermonic emission, or 
the Edison effect, Wfi$ the foundation of electronic 
inventions of the 20th century. 

Edison also invented (1877) the phonograph, 
the invention he was most proud of; it used tinfoil 
and wax cylinders to record the sound. His intro
duction of flexible celluloid film and his invention 
of the movie projector aided the development of 
motion pictures. His other inventions include the 
alkaline storage battery, a magnetic process to sep
arate iron ore, and the carbon microphone. Mter 
World War I, he became interested in domestic 
sources of rubber and investigated various plant 
species for rubber content. By the time he died at 
West Orange, N.J., on Oct. 18, 1931, he had patent
ed over 1,000 inventions. 
The Historical Society Presentation, approxi

mately one hour in length will be made by 
National Park Service historian Leonard 
DeGraaf, From the Thomas Edison Historic Site 
in West Orange, New Jersey. Mr DeGraaf was a 
member of the Thomas Edison Papers Project, 
and is employed in the archives of the Edison 
National Historic Site. He is also a graduate stu
dent in the History Department at Rutgers 
University, completing a doctoral dissertation on 
the development of Edison's phonograph busi
ness. The school is located at Fifth and Howard 
Streets. All persons, whether members or not, 
are invited to attend this educational and enter
taining event. Attendees should enter the build
ing through the main doors facing Fifth Street. 
(Portions of this article reprinted from Grolier's 
Encyclopedia, copyright 1995 by Grolier 
Electronic Publishing, Inc. 

Upcoming Program Schedule 
December I, 1997 - INDIANS OF NEW JERSEY 
A professional archaeologist will talk and give a 
slide show about Native American settlements in 
New Jersey from the Delaware River to the Shore. 
Amateur investigators are invited to bring their 
found artifacts and share stories about the Indians 
of the Pompeston and Pennsauken Creeks. 
January 26, 1998 - TREES OF RIVERTON 
Barry Emens, Chairman of the Borough of 
Riverton Shade Tree Commission will explain the 
placement, maintenance and variety of the street 
and park trees of Riverton. 
March 10, 1998 - SEWING AND QUll..TING IN 
COLONIAL AMERICA- A local expert will instruct 
us in the fine art and necessity that was Sewing, 
Needlepoint and Quilting during the 1700's 
May 11, 1998 - SONGS OF RIVER AND SEA 
Local Musicologists-historians Jim Dalton and 
Maggie Smith-Dalton will entertain us and inform 
us with rousing American Songs of yesteryear -
come and sing along! 

Membership Information 
Enclosed with this issue is a membership form 

for your use. If you are a regular member, please 
renew with this form. If you would like to join the 
Historical Society of Riverton, please fill out this 
form and attach a check. All who apply are heartily 
accepted into membership. 

There is often confusion about when dues are 
due. The Historical Society year runs from January 
to December. However, the "season" in which we 
have meetings is similar to the school year, run
ning from September through May. 

Next, please remember that dues are due in 
advance for a small-budgeted organization as we 
are. We start our membership renewal process in 
September/October with the first issue of the 
Gaslight News. The dues that you pay now are for 
the 1998 calendar year. According to our By-Laws, 
dues must be paid by the end of February of 1998. 

We are grateful to members who respond 
promptly (before December 31), to this first dues 
notice. This allows us to update the membership 
rolls and prepare mailing labels for the coming 
year. It saves the Society the time and expense of 
dispatching additional reminders and the confu
sion created by missed or deleted names from the 
mailing list. Thanks again to those early birds who 
reply quickly and thank you for your support! 
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Lyceum was Society Float for lOOth Parade 

Riverton's concert hall, the Lyceum, was built 
in 1886 in answer to a need for a building big 

enough for public gatherings in the rapidly 
growing village. 

In early Spring of that year an entertainment 
held at the 2 room school house had as many 
ticket-holders outside as there were inside, and it 
was obvious that something had to be done. 
Stephen Flanagan (300 Main Street) said he 
would donate the land if the villagers would raise 
enough money to build a big-enough building. 

A group promptly formed, with 50 stock
holders and capital of $5000, and incorporated 
on April 6, 1886, "to build and maintain a build
ing for dramatic, literary, musical, and social 
entertainments, and for business meetings." 
Ground was broken in early May on the donated lot 
at 403 Fourth Street, and the building opened on 

Riverton Lyceum 1886-c1919 

Historical Society Float-1997 
Editor's note: The 1890 Lithographed 
aerial "map" of Riverton available at the 
Library shows the Lyceum facing Fourth 
Street between Main and Thomas. Look 
for it on your copy or at the Library!
DTC the Riverton Lyceum 

September first. 
Newspaper notes during its construction men

tioned that it had a particularly substantial founda
tion, and when it neared completion said it was "not 
much to look at" but it was hoped its usefulness 
would "make up for the deficiency." It was a 1 112 
story rectangular frame building, 40 X 80 feet, with 
gambrel roof. Across the front was an open porch, 
with broad steps leading onto it. It had hot-air heat, 
and was lighted with gas. Outside, in front of the 
building, on the unpaved street, was an oil street
light. Behind the Lyceum, where the lot narrowed 
due to the angle of Church Lane, was a carriage 
house. Architects for the Lyceum have been sug
gested as Hewitt & Hewitt, but that is not verified, 
to date. 

Over the next thirty years many events took 
place at the Lyceum. Dances, given by individuals 
or by groups, such as the Lawn House and Yacht 
Club, were also sometimes fund-raisers for various 
charities. The Volunteer Fire Company gave 3-day 
Fairs there, on several occasions. Musicals, such as 
concerts by Glee Clubs, Operettas, mandolin or 
other instrumental groups, were regularly sched
uled, as were Lecture series on current events and 
other topics. Church suppers were held there, as 
small chapels were unable to accommodate grow
ing congregations. Town meetings were held there; 
and sporting events of many kinds, including week
ly basketball games, were well subscribed to. 

Local lore says that the Lyceum's demise was 
the result of a fire. What is known is that it was still 
well used in 1915, and that in early 1919 the pre
sent residence at 403 Fourth Street had taken the 
place of Riverton's Lyceum. 

Betty B. Hahle 
July 4, 1997 

CORRECTION 
Correction: The May 1997 issue of the 

Gaslight News was erroneously labeled on the 
front page as Volume XXVII, #1 (#85). That issue 
should have been labeled Volume XXV #4, (#85). 
The number in parentheses is the total number 
of issues, something that Betty Hahle added years 
ago to keep track of issues. Our thanks to Betty 
Hahle for correcting this oversight. - DTC 



A Cane's Name 
By Betty B. Hahle 

History is not static, as some might think. A dif
ferent interpretation, or the discovery of new mate
rials can change a historical concept at any time. 
And slightly different accounts of an event provoke 
questions of which is accurate; age, perspective and 
re-telling all influence the development of a legend. 

In 1965 Riverton Yacht Club published a 
Centennial Booklet that contained two pages of 
memoirs of Ogden Mattis, an active member for 
many years. He also suppled a photograph of an 
early 4th of July Parade that was published with the 
caption "the Marshall's baton is a Calcutta Cane 
brought from India by Og Mattis' grandfather." 

The grandfather referred to was Louis Comer, 
who had come to Riverton from England circa 1863, 
and lived on Main Street. 

Recently Sally Jane Mattis shared with me some
thing her husband, George, had written in the 
latel930s, when he was a student at Palmyra High 
School. A requirement of Miss Edna Ziegler's Senior 
English class was the student's autobiography. In 
his, George had written that his great-grandfather, 
Louis Comer, born in England ... "travelled abroad 
many times visiting his parents and foreign coun
tries. On one visit to Switzerland in 1897 he brought 
back two Alpine Sticks and presented them to the 
town for the purpose of recording year by year the 
number of children in the annual parade on 4th of 
July ... by placing silver bands on them ... ". 

We know that various kinds of walking sticks 
were popular in the late 19th century, and both 
records agree on who brought back the cane(s) that 
are a part of Riverton's traditional 4th of July Parade. 
At first the Marshall carried the cane, but for many 
years now it is the Mayor who carries it. A silver band 
bearing the year, mayors name, and number of chil
dren participating that year is added to the cane after 
the event. In 1952 the last band that would fit on the 
original cane was placed on it, and 1953 started a 
new cane. Since 1958 the bands are of stainless steel 
instead of silver. 

Another Comer legend about the 4th of July 
Parade is that Louis Corner's young nephew, 
George, led the first Parade, in 1897. The Mt. Holly 
Herald carried a detailed account of the 1898 Parade, 
which said that it "was led by two 3-year-olds, 
George Corner, dressed as Uncle Sam, and Clarice 
Frishmuth, dressed as the Goddess of Liberty." They 

were followed by ten little boys in Dewey suits (for 
the recent Dewey victory) and then by 250 children 
parading. (Gaslight News 1986, vol. 12 #4, told that 
story) There was no mention of a Marshall or of his 
baton. Would it have been called a Calcutta Cane or 
an Alpine Stick, if it had been described that day? 

Revised Text October 16, 1997. .. Editor. 
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Historical Plaque Awarded 

In June 1997 a plaque was awarded to the 
Second Empire style (Mansard) residence at 
400 Fulton Street. It was built in 1868 by local 
builder Joel Grant and other artisans, for Dr. 
Lloyd Wharton Bickley and his wife, Hannah 
Miller Bickley, on land conveyed to them by 
Anna Ridgeway Miller, wife of Daniel L Miller 
jr., one of Riverton's founders. Hannah was 
the eldest daughter of the Millers; her new 
house was the first one erected on Fulton 
Street. 

Some changes have been made in the 
structure, including the front porch, the 
extension of a bedroom over it, and in the side 
porch, a part of which was sacrificed to 
enlarge the living room. These changes were 
made by the second owner, James C. Clark, an 
executive officer of the Henry A Dreer 
Nurseries, which were then just across the 
street. More recently siding was added, win
dows in the extended bedroom were changed, 
and the kitchen area at the rear was enlarged. 

A few years ago the property was vandal
ized, and eventually purchased by a young 
couple from Cinnaminson, who worked hard 
to save what could be saved and to restore of 
replace what was too badly damaged to save. 
"Trish" and "Bill" Cosentino applied for a 
plaque for the completed house, and gave it, 
and a brief history of the house, to the new 
owners, Mr. & Mrs. David Evensinger. 

(The property, which originally extended 
along 4th Street between Fulton and 
Cinnaminson Sts. has been divided into two 
properties, with a new residence at 4th & 
Cinnaminson Sts. now.) 

'i'i'i 
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