






5. Boundary Description 
 

 The public interior portion of 1314-16 N. Broad Street comprising the subject of 

this nomination is the area of the building historically known as Moose Auditorium.  This 

is also the portion of the property that hosted boxing matches during the building’s 

incarnation as the Blue Horizon.  It occupies the second and third floor areas of the 

property’s rear addition, designed by architect Carl Berger in 1914 and completed in 

1916.  It fills the full width and nearly the full depth of this addition, which is situated 

behind the main massing of the property’s c.1873 townhouses fronting Broad Street.  The 

auditorium sits above a basement rathskeller and first floor banquet hall, which are not 

included in this nomination. 

 The auditorium space is an open volume measuring approximately 109 feet 6 

inches by 61 feet 9 inches in plan, partially bisected by a U-shaped balcony. The floor-to-

ceiling height of the space measures 32 feet 3 inches over most of the volume; the ceiling 

rises an additional 5 feet over the easternmost 30 feet of the auditorium to accommodate 

an upper balcony level.   

 The north and south boundaries of this nominated interior space follow the 

interior face of the property’s load-bearing exterior walls. The east boundary is defined 

by the interior face of a plaster wall which separates the main auditorium volume from 

circulation spaces to the east, which are not included in the nomination boundaries.  The 

west boundary is defined by the interior face of the proscenium wall.  The open volume 

of the stage area behind the proscenium is also not included within the nomination 

boundaries.  In the vertical dimension, the boundaries are defined by the extant finish 

materials of the auditorium’s wood floor and plaster ceiling, including the ceiling’s extant 

leaded glass skylight panels. 
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Original construction documents, Carl Berger, 1914.  Nominated area delineated on 
second floor plan (Carl P. Berger Collection [V46], Folder 25, Sheet 1).  
Courtesy of the Historical Society of Pennsylvania. 
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Original construction documents, Carl Berger, 1914.  Nominated area delineated on third 
floor plan (Carl P. Berger Collection [V46], Folder 25, Sheet 2).  
Courtesy of the Historical Society of Pennsylvania. 
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Original construction documents, 
Carl Berger, 1914.  Nominated 
area delineated on longitudinal 
section and cross section (Carl P. 
Berger Collection [V46], Folder 
25, Sheet 4).  
Courtesy of the Historical Society 
of Pennsylvania. 
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6. Description    
 

 The former Moose Auditorium is the primary public interior space of the former 

Loyal Order of Moose Lodge 54, designed by architect Carl Berger and constructed 

between 1914 and 1916 as an alteration and rear addition to three c.1873 residential 

townhouses at 1312-1316 N. Broad Street.  The auditorium occupies the upper two 

stories of the four-story addition and is accessed through its eastern end at three levels via 

a sequence of stair halls and circulation spaces leading from the property’s primary Broad 

Street entrances.  The auditorium is an open two-story volume oriented towards a 

proscenium wall and stage area at its western end.  A U-shaped balcony overlooks the 

main floor, lining the north, east, and south sides of the space.  As originally designed, 

the auditorium had a maximum seating capacity of 1,700.  In 1961, the space was 

converted into the Blue Horizon boxing venue.  This conversion had minimal effect on 

the physical characteristics and integrity of the space, whose existing dimensions and 

sight lines proved to be uniquely suited to hosting boxing events.  Nearly all of the 

auditorium’s significant features, fixtures and finishes remained extant through the 

venue’s 50-year tenure as the Blue Horizon and survive intact today. 

 The auditorium’s main floor is a level, clear-span space measuring approximately 

109 feet 6 inches by 61 feet 9 inches in plan.  The space is entered through three sets of 

wood-paneled double-leaf swing doors centered along its east wall.  The main floor 

originally featured rows of wood folding chairs that could be removed for events and 

functions requiring an open floor plan.  During its long tenure as the Blue Horizon, a 

raised boxing ring occupied the center of the floor, surrounded on all four sides with 

floor-level seating.1  The floor itself is covered in a sheet material, possibly rubber or 

linoleum, over what is likely the original plank wood flooring.   

 A stage and proscenium wall stand at the west end of the auditorium.  The stage 

sits approximately four feet above the main floor level, with an apron that projects 

beyond the proscenium wall in a series of steps down to floor level.2  The rectangular 

                                                 
1 Whether these chairs dated from the original auditorium is currently unknown; they no longer exist within 
the space. 
2 This current configuration appears to be a modification of the auditorium’s original stage area, which 
appears in original plans as a semi-elliptical apron flanked by two sets of stage steps.  Whether this feature 
survives beneath the current steps is unknown.  
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proscenium arch measures approximately 30 feet wide by 22 feet high and is framed by 

ornamental painted plaster moldings, pilasters, and cornice.  A prominent sculptural 

moose head of unknown material (likely plaster) is centered in the frieze above the stage.  

The base of the framing pilaster to the left (south) of the stage features a low-relief 

bronze bust of John Ford, “Dictator” of the Moose Lodge at the time of the auditorium’s 

construction.  The base of the right (north) pilaster features a bronze memorial plaque 

commemorating Moose members who served in World War I.  A total of four paneled 

wood doors are set within the proscenium wall to each side of the pilasters, one each at 

the ground-floor and balcony levels.  The remainder of the proscenium wall is composed 

of plaster with wood wainscoting at both the ground floor and balcony levels. 

 The north and south walls of the auditorium’s main floor below the balcony level 

are each comprised of seven pilaster-separated bays.  Each bay originally featured a pair 

of wood-paneled double-leaf doors framed by heavy wood moldings and divided light 

transoms.  Many of these openings, which originally exited onto an exterior balcony, 

have been infilled with masonry, glass block, or modern steel doors.  However, all the 

interior door surrounds and a scattered assortment of historic door and transom elements 

survive intact, as does the paneled wood wainscoting which lines both walls.  The plaster 

wall above the wainscot meets the ceiling of the balcony in a simple cove transition.  This 

plaster ceiling features original (but apparently non-functional) saucer-like electric light 

fixtures.  The main floor level of the east wall continues the plaster and wainscot finishes 

of the north, south, and west walls and features the aforementioned three sets of double-

leaf doors that exit into a stair hall beyond the auditorium.     

 The U-shaped balcony above the main floor projects approximately 14 feet out 

from the north and south sides of the auditorium, and more than 30 feet out from the rear 

east wall.  The balcony is suspended from the auditorium ceiling by a series of 2” steel or 

iron rods, leaving the main floor space below open and unobstructed.  The edges of the 

balcony feature ornamental plaster moldings and foliated composition plaster medallions, 

capped by a wooden ledge and iron pipe handrail.  Balcony seating is organized into two 

levels; a lower level wraps the north, east, and south sides of the auditorium, and an 

upper level sits above and behind the main balcony along the rear east wall of the 

auditorium.  The combined seating capacity of the two balcony levels is approximately 
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580.  Both levels feature rows of metal and wood folding chairs permanently affixed to 

wooden risers.  These chairs are original to the auditorium’s construction; many still 

feature wire hat racks affixed to the underside of the chair seats, and chairs adjacent to 

aisles feature geometrically-embellished arm brackets.  Other original balcony features 

include brass row and seat plaques affixed to the chairs, iron handrails along perimeter 

aisles, and wooden stair treads that bisect the balcony risers.  The balcony is accessed at 

two levels via stair halls and circulation corridors to the east of the auditorium.      

 The north and south balcony wings each feature four rows of seats below a 

perimeter aisle running along the north and south auditorium walls.  Like at the main 

level, these walls also originally featured seven bays of exit doors.  Each doorway 

featured a prominent shallow-arched transom framed by a heavy plaster molding band 

running continuously across the wall surface, forming capitals at the pilasters which 

defined each bay.  Like at the main auditorium level, most of these openings have been 

infilled or modified but the pilasters, plaster moldings, and doorway surrounds survive 

largely intact, as does the wood wainscot that lines the walls adjacent to the aisles.  The 

plaster walls above the wainscot transition to the plaster auditorium ceiling with a broad 

cove vault separated by plaster ribs that spring from each pilaster capital. 

 The east balcony wing connects the two flanking balconies and also features a 

four-row lower section.  Its upper section rises an additional six rows.  At the center of 

the rear (east) wall is a projection booth that, while not original to the auditorium’s 

construction, is likely an early modification.  Flanking the projection booth are a pair of 

exit doorways and a pair of pilasters.  The wall itself is plaster with wood wainscot and 

meets the plaster ceiling with a plaster cornice molding.  Beneath the upper balcony is a 

corridor connecting the lower balcony area to the circulation spaces to the east of the 

auditorium.  Two utilitarian storage rooms underneath the upper risers flank this hallway. 

 The auditorium’s plaster ceiling is divided into sections by vaulted ribs running 

north-south and flat ribs running east-west.  The ceiling’s central bays feature leaded 

glass skylight panels originally lit by a clerestory running the length of the auditorium.  

Though this clerestory has been covered over, the skylight panels survive largely intact.  

The ceiling also features original incandescent globe chandeliers suspended by chains 

from the ceiling ribs.  In the area above the upper balcony at the east end of the 
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auditorium, the ceiling steps up an additional five feet.  This portion of plaster ceiling is 

not vaulted and does not feature a skylight, but does feature plaster ceiling beams, 

historic chandeliers and pendant-type lighting fixtures.                

 

 
7. Inventory of Features and Fixtures 
 
Historic Features and Finishes: 
 1. Plaster walls and ceiling (throughout) 
 2. Plaster moldings (throughout) 
 3. Plaster composition ornament (proscenium arch and balcony fascia) 
 4. Historic wood doors (perimeter walls throughout) 
 5. Historic wood transoms (perimeter walls where surviving) 
 6. Wood wainscoting (throughout) 
 7. Wood flooring (balcony) 
 8. Iron suspension rods (balcony) 
 9. Leaded glass skylights (ceiling)  
  
Historic Fixtures 
 A. Historic metal and wood folding chairs (balcony) 
 B. Iron handrails (balcony) 
 C. Plaster or metal moose sculpture (proscenium arch) 
 D. Bronze bust of John Ford (proscenium arch) 
 E. Bronze World War I memorial plaque (proscenium arch) 
 F. Globe-type chandeliers (ceiling) 
 G. Saucer-type ceiling fixtures (main floor balcony soffits) 
 H. Pendant-type ceiling fixtures (upper balcony ceiling) 



 9

7. Keyed Architectural Plans 
 

 
Longitudinal section detail, facing south 
 
 

 
Cross-section detail, facing west 
 
Original construction document details, Carl Berger, 1914 (Carl P. Berger Collection 
[V46], Folder 25, Sheet 4).  
Courtesy of the Historical Society of Pennsylvania. 
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8. Annotated Photographs and Photo Key 
 

 
 
Original construction document details, Carl Berger, 1914 (Carl P. Berger Collection 
[V46], Folder 25, Sheets 1-2).  
Courtesy of the Historical Society of Pennsylvania. 
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Figure 1: Overall auditorium view facing northeast, showing upper and lower east 
balcony (left), lower north balcony (right), and main floor with boxing ring (bottom 
center).  Historic features and fixtures shown include: (1) plaster walls and ceiling, (2) 
plaster wall moldings and ceiling ribs, (3) plaster composition medallions along the 
balcony fascia, (5) one surviving wood transom in the upper central window bay, (8) iron 
suspension rods supporting the balcony, (9) leaded glass skylight panels, (A) historic 
balcony chairs, and (F) globe-type chandeliers. 
 
Photo credit: Buell Kratzer Powell, 2004.  
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Figure 2: Overall auditorium view facing west, showing main floor, balcony, proscenium 
wall and stage.  Historic features and fixtures shown include: (1) plaster walls and ceiling, 
(2) plaster wall moldings and ceiling ribs, (3) plaster composition ornament along the 
balcony fascia and proscenium arch, (4) historic wood doors in proscenium wall, (5) 
scattered surviving wood transoms in the upper window bays, (6) wood wainscoting, (7) 
wood balcony flooring, (8) iron balcony suspension rods, (9) leaded glass skylight panels, 
(A) historic balcony chairs, (B) iron balcony handrails, (C) moose sculpture above stage, 
and (F) globe-type chandeliers.  Boxing ring and modern lighting fixtures are not 
included in the nomination. 
 
Photo credit: Tracy Levesque, 2014 
http://www.thetracyl.com/shooting-legendary-blue-horizon/ 
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Figure 3: Balcony facing east, showing typical riser and step conditions (bottom center) 
and upper projection booth (top center). Historic features and fixtures shown include: (1) 
plaster walls and ceiling, (2) plaster wall moldings, (6) wood wainscoting, (7) wood 
balcony flooring, (8) iron balcony suspension rods, (A) historic balcony chairs, (B) iron 
balcony handrails, and (H) pendant-type ceiling fixtures.   
 
Photo credit: Tracy Levesque, 2014 
http://www.thetracyl.com/shooting-legendary-blue-horizon/ 
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Figure 4: North balcony detail facing west. Historic features and fixtures shown include: 
(1) plaster walls and ceiling, (2) plaster wall moldings and ceiling ribs, (3) plaster 
composition ornament within the proscenium arch, (4) historic wood door within 
proscenium wall, (6) wood wainscoting, (7) wood balcony flooring, (8) iron balcony 
suspension rods, (A) historic balcony chairs, (B) iron balcony handrails, and (F) globe-
type chandeliers.   
 
Photo credit: Tracy Levesque, 2014 
http://www.thetracyl.com/shooting-legendary-blue-horizon/ 
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Figure 5: Auditorium ceiling detail.  Historic features and fixtures shown include: (1) 
plaster ceiling, (2) plaster ceiling ribs, (3) plaster proscenium arch molding, (9) leaded 
glass skylight panels, and (C) moose sculpture above stage. 
 
Photo credit: Heritage Design Collaborative, 2011 
Courtesy of the Pennsylvania Historical and Museum Commission 
 



 16

 
Figures 6, 7: (D) Bronze bust of Moose Lodge Dictator John Ford (left), and (E) bronze 
World War I memorial plaque, at south and north bases (respectively) of the proscenium 
arch.   
 
Photo credits: Heritage Design Collaborative, 2011 
Courtesy of the Pennsylvania Historical and Museum Commission 
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Figure 8: Main auditorium floor facing west, below south balcony.  Historic features and 
fixtures shown include: (1) plaster walls and ceiling, (4) historic wood doors (where 
extant), (6) wood wainscoting, and (G) saucer-type ceiling fixtures.  Boxing ring and 
contemporary metal barricades are not included in the nomination. 
 
Photo credit: Heritage Design Collaborative, 2011 
Courtesy of the Pennsylvania Historical and Museum Commission 
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9. Significance 
 

 The former Moose Auditorium was designed by architect Carl Berger as the 

centerpiece of a major building campaign by the Loyal Order of Moose to convert three 

former residential brownstone townhouses at 1312-1316 North Broad Street into the 

fraternal organization’s new local headquarters, Moose Lodge 54.  The 1,700-seat 

auditorium, designed in 1914 and completed in 1916, was the lodge’s primary public 

interior space, occupying the majority of a major rear addition to the existing Broad 

Street properties.  At the time of the auditorium’s construction, Moose Lodge 54 claimed 

the largest membership of any single chapter of any fraternal organization in the United 

States. 3  Owned and operated by the Loyal Order of Moose until 1961, during which time 

it served not only the organizational needs of the Moose organization, but was also 

regularly rented out for public gatherings such as sporting events, lectures, and 

conventions. In 1961, the auditorium was converted with minimal physical changes into 

the Blue Horizon boxing auditorium.  Over the next fifty years and until its recent closure 

in 2010, the Blue Horizon became an internationally-venerated boxing venue and a major 

cultural icon in the city of Philadelphia and the sport of boxing.  At the time of its closing, 

“The Blue” was the last-surviving and longest-operating of the many neighborhood 

boxing clubs which characterized the sport in twentieth-century Philadelphia.  The 

building itself was nominated under seperate cover to the Philadelphia Register of 

Historic Places in June 2014.   

 The interior portion of the building which constitutes the auditorium proper is 

likewise eligible for listing on the Philadelphia Register of Historic Places, satisfying the 

definition of an eligible historic interior as defined by the Philadelphia Historic 

Preservation Ordinance, Section 14-203 (252).  The auditorium is clearly “an interior 

portion of a building or structure that is, or was designed to be, customarily open or 

accessible to the public, including by invitation” and has in no way “been significantly 

altered physically such that a substantial portion of the features reflecting design for 

public use no longer remain.”  On the contrary, the auditorium retains the vast majority of 

the character-defining features original to its designed use as a public gathering space one 

                                                 
3 “Week’s Happenings in Secret Orders,” Philadelphia Inquirer, Jan. 4, 1914, p. 9. 
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hundred years ago.  The former Moose Auditorium, later known as the Blue Horizon, has 

significant historical and cultural value, satisfying the following criteria for historic 

designation as stated in Philadelphia’s Historic Preservation Ordinance, Section 14-

1004(1): 

 

Criterion A: Has significant character, interest or value as part of the development, 
heritage or cultural characteristics of the City, Commonwealth or Nation;  
and 
Criterion J: Exemplifies the cultural, political, economic, social or historical heritage of 
the community. 
 

 

Loyal Order Of Moose Lodge 54 (1916-1961) 

 Between May 1912 and June 1913, agents working on behalf of the Loyal Order 

of Moose aquired three residential properties at 1312-16 N. Broad Street for the purpose 

of establishing a new clubhouse.  The Loyal Order of Moose was founded as a fraternal 

organization in Louisville, Kentucky in 1888 by Dr. John Henry Wilson.  In its early 

years, local chapters known as “lodges” were established in a number of Midwestern 

cities, but by 1906 membership had shrunk to less than 250 members and only two active 

lodges.4  The founding of Philadelphia’s first local chaper, Lodge 54, in 1908 

corresponded with the organization’s rapid national growth under the direction of 

“Supreme Organizer” James J. Davis, a Welsh immigrant and steel worker in Indiana and 

Western Pennsylvania who would later serve as Secretary of Labor under Presidents 

Harding, Coolidge, and Hoover.  Beginning in 1907, Davis promoted Moose membership 

to a primarily working-class population as vehicle for social welfare; with modest annual 

dues between five and ten dollars, families were assured benefits in the event that a 

member died or was disabled.5   In addition, Moose lodges provided members a place to 

socialize and recreate, offering “a new kind of saloon wherein weary men could play 

poker and discuss the affairs of mankind in a more genial atmosphere than obtained in 

                                                 
4 Moose International, “Our History,” http://www.mooseintl.org/public/Area/History.asp [accessed 
6/16/2014] 
5 Ibid. 
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regular barrooms.”6  Between 1907 and 1912, Moose membership grew to include nearly 

a half-million individuals in more than one thousand lodges.7  Davis was personally 

responsible for recruiting the first one hundred charter members of Philadelphia’s Lodge 

54, which was founded in October 1908.8  The lodge initially met in a clubhouse at 857 

North Broad Street, but rapidly growing membership soon led the chapter to plan a large 

new facility.9  In May 1912, the brownstones at 1314 and 1316 N. Broad were purchased 

for a new clubhouse, and 1312 N. Broad Street was acquired the following year.10 

 Between 1914 and 1916, the property was renovated to roughly its current 

configuration, with a large rear addition spanning the three original lots and extending 

back to Carlisle Street.  The ground floor of the addition featured a banquet hall, while 

the upper floors contained an auditorium with a stage, proscenieum, and U-shaped 

balcony.  Offices, parlors, and auxilary spaces filled the fronts of the original rowhouses 

and a rathskeller was added in the basement.11   

 The alterations and additions were designed by Philadelphia architect Carl P. 

Berger (1873-1947), a prolific designer of houses, theaters, banks and social halls across 

the state in the first decades of the twentieth century.  Berger served as treasurer of 

Moose Lodge 54 for over two decades and also designed Moose facilities in Bucks, 

Dauphin, and Delaware Counties.12  Berger’s original 1914 drawings for the lodge 

expansion survive as part of the Historical Society of Pennsylvania’s Carl P. Berger 

Collection.13   

 When the new Moose Lodge 54 was completed in 1916, the lodge claimed to 

have the largest membership of any chapter of any fraternal organization in the world, 

and the auditorium was designed in part for massive annual induction ceremonies that 

                                                 
6 “James J. Davis,” http://www.uniondalecemetery.org/notables-detail.php?notableID=28 [accessed 
6/16/2014] 
7 Moose International, “Our History.” 
8 “Order of Moose Forms Lodge Here,” Philadelphia Inquirer, Oct. 18, 1908, p. 12. 
9 “Will Hold Ball: Philadelphia Lodge of Moose to Celebrate February 21,” Philadelphia Inquirer, Jan. 15, 
1911, p. 7. 
10 “Moose to Build Home,” Philadelphia Inquirer, May 26, 1912, p. 7; “Review of Week in Real Estate,” 
Philadelphia Inquirer, June 1, 1913, p. 11. 
11 “Journeys to Homes of the Moose,” Moose Magazine, October 1926. 
12 Tatman, Sandra L.  “Berger, Carl P. (1873-1947),” American Architects and Buildings, 
http://www.philadelphiabuildings.org/pab/app/ar_display.cfm?ArchitectId=A0082 [accessed June 21, 
2014] 
13 Historical Society of Pennsylvania, Carl P. Berger Collection, Folder 25. 
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numbered in the thousands.14  In addition to Moose Lodge functions, the 1,700-seat 

facility was also regularly advertised for special events rentals in the Philadelphia 

Inquirer [Fig. 9] and hosted frequent national conventions, lectures, theatrical and 

musical performances and sporting events.  A cursory survey of newspaper archives from 

the auditorium’s first decade yield notices of events hosted by such disparate 

organizations as the American Federation of Labor, the Booster Club of Philadelphia, the 

Jewish Consumptive Institute, the Polish Roman Catholic Union of America, the 

Caledonian Club of Philadelphia, the Deutsch-Wehr relief society, the Democratic City 

Committee, the Women’s Republican Club of Pennsylvania, the Socialist Party of 

America, the National Disabled Soldiers Leauge, the Philadelphia Typographical Union 

and myriad others.  The auditorium was also the home venue for the short-lived North 

Philadelphia Americans of the Eastern Basketball League. 

 A few other comparable working-class fraternal halls from this era survive in 

Philadelphia, including the Philadelphia Register-listed Elks Lodge #2 at 1320-22 Arch 

Street (Caldwell & Simon, 1904) and the former Improved Order of Red Men 

headquarters at 1521-23 Girard Avenue, also designed by Carl Berger and built circa 

1921.  However, none featured or have retained equivalent interior spaces comparable to 

the former Moose Auditorium, which today stands in much the same condition as its 

depiction in original construction documents from 1914 [see keyed sections on p. 9] and 

in historic photos dating from the 1920s [Fig. 10].         

 

Legendary Blue Horizon (1961-2010) 

 The property ceased operations as an active Moose lodge in the years following 

World War II but remained under the organization’s ownership through the 1950s.  In 

1961, the property was purchased by Jimmy Toppi Enterprises, a father-son promotional 

team that operated a number of boxing and events venues across the city, including the 

Olympia Athletic Club, the Imperial Ballroom, the Alhambra, the Plaza, the Metropolitan 

Opera House, and the short-lived Toppi Stadium.  Like Moose Lodge 54, the majority of 

the Toppi’s other properties were former auditoriums or theaters converted to host boxing 

matches and other events, including rollerskating, wrestling, weddings, jazz concerts, and 

                                                 
14 “Two Thousand Will Join Moose,” Philadelphia Inquirer, Jan. 1, 1917. 



 22

cabaret nights.15  In the case of the Blue Horizon, very little was done to alter the facility 

from its incarnation as a Moose Lodge, with the auditorium retaining its original stage, 

proscineum, balconies, seats, and assorted Moose-related commemorative plaques.  On 

November 3, 1961, the newly rechristened Blue Horizon hosted its first fight night, 

headlined by Philadelphia boxer George Benton’s third-round knockout victory over 

Chico Corsey.16 

 At the time the Blue Horizon opened, boxing was an established and popular 

spectator sport with a history in Philadelphia stretching back to the colonial era.  Early 

bouts were typically clandestine, bare-knuckle contests popular among immigrant, 

working-class populations and vilified by the city’s Quaker elites.  The sport’s gradual 

path towards respectability traveled in fits and starts, aided in part by the adoption of 

standardized rules (known as the Queensberry Rules) that established universal standards 

of fair play, proper equipment, and duration of rounds.  Another contributing factor was 

the nineteenth-century rise in organized physical education and the establishment of 

private gymnasiums and athletic clubs where boxing or “sparring” was practiced as a 

means of excersize [Fig. 11].17 

 As a spectator sport, nineteenth-century prize fights were held in athletic clubs 

and “boxing salons” across the city.  Perhaps the most famous venue of this era was the 

Philadelphia Arena at Broad and Cherry Streets, immortalized in the 1898 Thomas 

Eakins painting Between Rounds [Fig. 12]; other popular venues included the Olympic 

Athletic Club at 8th and Vine Streets and the Broadway Athletic Club at 15th and 

Washington Streets.   

 By the early twentieth century, these were joined or supplanted by the Olympia 

Athletic Club, the National Athletic Club, and the Cabria Club, as well as by fights in the 

city’s major outdoor stadiums, including Shibe Park, the Baker Bowl, and 

Sesquicentennial Stadium (later known as Municipal Stadium and JFK Stadium), where a 

heavyweight championship bout between Jack Demsey and Gene Tunney set an 

                                                 
15 Avery, Ron.  “Boy Fight Promoter Still Plugging at 72,” Philadelphia Daily News, Jan. 9, 2005 
16 “Arenas: Blue Horizon,” http://www.phillyboxinghistory.com/venues/venue_blue.htm [accessed June 20, 
2014] 
17 Hillebrand, L.  Sparring! or The Theory and Practice of the Art of Self-Defence [sic].  Philadelphia: 
Fisher and Brothers, 1864.  
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attendance record of 120,757.18   While such events demonstrate the immense popularity 

that boxing had attained by the 1920s, the vast majority of professional matches were 

held in much smaller venues, often converted from other uses.  As described in a 

Philadelphia Public Ledger editorial in 1911, 

Philadelphia, it appears, is the boxing center of the universe.  The sport 
reaches its height of popularity here; the number of contests is 
unending, the host of ambitious young men who are trying to develop 
a useful “wallup” constitutes an army, and the constant succession of 
crowded houses testifies to the ‘drawing power’ of the exhibitions of  
“the noble art of self-defense.” ... There are several arenas, there are 
several exhibitors each week, and on a “good night” with a “strong 
card” thousands are in attendance.19 
 

 The popularity of boxing and boxing venues continued throughout the twentieth 

century.  Some clubs were short-lived; the Alhambra was a former movie theater at 12th, 

Morris, and Passyunk Avenue that only hosted fights for three years between 1959 and 

1962 [Fig. 13].20  Others enjoyed much longer tenures; the Cambria Club operated in 

another converted movie theater at Kensington and Sommerset Streets from 1917 to 1963.  

Known as the “Bucket of Blood,” the Cambria was nationally recognized at the time of 

its closing as the oldest boxing arena in the country.21   

  Within this context, the Blue Horizon stands out as the most famous, longest-

operating, and last surviving example of Philadelphia’s rich collection of twentieth-

century boxing venues.  The auditorium’s dimensions and configuration were ideally 

suited to boxing, where 1,500 spectators were accommodated on the auditorium floor and 

in balcony seating on three sides of the ring [Figs 1, 15-16].  “There isn't another sports 

arena in the country remotely like the Blue Horizon,” wrote Bill Barich in a 1996 Sports 

Illustrated feature story on the venue. “It's the sort of raw and smoky cavern that George 

Bellows painted early this century, a throw back to the era of straw hats, stogies and dime 

beers….  From the rickety balcony, an overexcited spectator can practically reach down 

                                                 
18 Callis, Tracy, Hasson, Chuck, and DeLisa, Mike.  Philadelphia’s Boxing Heritage, 1876-1976.  
Charleston, S.C.: Arcadia Publishing, 2002. 
19 “Our Fighting Industry,” Philadelphia Public Ledger, Jan. 22, 1911. 
20 “Boxing Arenas: Alhambra,” Philly Boxing History. 
http://www.phillyboxinghistory.com/venues/venue_alhambra.htm [accessed June 24, 2014]  
21 Avery, Ron. “It Has a Familiar Ring at Kensington’s Cambria A.C,” Philadelphia Daily News, Jan. 7, 
1988. 
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and slug the participants....  Indeed, if boxing has a soul, it might well be located in the 

City of Brotherly Love.”22   

 The intimate atmosphere of the Blue Horizon was also ideally suited to televised 

boxing, which drew even more attention to the venue.  The first nationally televised bout 

at the Blue Horizon was held in 1963, and the club was a regular host of the USA 

Network’s “Tuesday Night Fight” series in the 1980s and 1990s.23  In addition to 

television coverage, the Blue Horizon has been featured in national publications 

including the Chicago Tribune, Washington Post, Sports Illustrated, and Ring Magazine, 

which famously dubbed the club “the best boxing venue in the world” in 1999.  

 Between 1969 and 2001, most fights at the Blue Horizon were booked by Hall of 

Fame promoter J. Russell Peltz, whose career was launched in 1969 when Jimmy Toppi 

Jr. hired the then-22-year-old rookie journalist to promote fights at venue.24 Over the 

course of its 49-year boxing tenure, the Blue Horizon hosted more than fifty future or 

former world champion boxers, including Bernard Hopkins, Matthew Saad Muhammad, 

Meldrick Taylor, Tim Witherspoon, and Sugar Ray Leonard.25    

 In 1988, Toppi sold the property to Ross Collette, the pastor of New Horizons 

Baptist Church.  The congregation used the ground-floor ballroom for weekly services 

while boxing continued in the auditorium upstairs.  Six years later, the property was 

purchased current owner of record Ray-Whittier, Inc, a partnership between Vernoca 

Michael, Carol Ray, and Carol Whittaker.26  In 2004, the partnership oversaw a $2 

million rehabilitation project that stabilized and restored the building’s auditorium space 

and exterior.  As the country’s first licensed female African American boxing promoter, 

Michael booked regular fights at the Blue Horizon until the venue’s abrupt and 

unfortunate closing in 2010.  Since that time, no significant changes have occured to 

either the building’s exterior or auditorium space. 

                                                 
22 Barich, Bill.  “Singin’ the Blue,” Sports Illustrated, Dec. 9, 1996. 
23 “The Blue Horizon,” http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Blue_Horizon [accessed June 24, 2014]; “USA 
Tuesday Night Fights,” http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/USA_Tuesday_Night_Fights [accessed June 24, 2014] 
24 “Boxing Arenas: Blue Horizon,” Philly Boxing History. 
http://www.phillyboxinghistory.com/venues/venue_blue.htm [accessed June 24, 2014] 
25 Forrest, Brett.  “Blue Horizon Gym Closes,” ESPN The Magazine, Oct. 3, 2011.  
26 Rubino, Frank.  “Saving the House of Blue,” Philadelphia Weekly, Nov. 12, 2003. 
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Figure 9: Typical newspaper advertisement, Philadelphia Inquirer, Sept. 23, 1917 

 

 
Figure 10: Auditorium interiors, Moose Magazine, October 1926.  



 26

 
Figure 11: Circa 1863 advertisement for the Philadelphia Physical Institute promoting 
the benefits of boxing (at lower right) and other activities for the “proper development of 
strength, health, mind and the cure of chronic affections.” 
 
Source: Library Company of Philadelphia Digital Collections, P.8719.26 
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Figure 12: Thomas Eakins, Between Rounds (1898-1899) depicts the interior of the 
Philadelphia Arena at Broad and Cherry Streets (demolished). 
 
Source: Philadelphia Museum of Art, 
http://www.philamuseum.org/collections/permanent/42496.html 
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Figure 13: The former Alhambra Theater converted into a boxing arena, circa 1959. 
Temple Urban Archives Collection. 
Source: http://explorepahistory.com/displayimage.php?imgId=1-2-13F7 
 

 
Figure 14: Poster for a nationally-televised 1964 bout at the Blue Horizon. 
Source: http://www.phillyboxinghistory.com/posters/images/19640501po.jpg 
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Figure 15: Blue Horizon interior in 1971, looking from balcony towards ring (with 
original stage visible beyond), Temple Urban Archives Collection. 
Source: http://explorepahistory.com/displayimage.php?imgId=1-2-13E8  

 

 
Figure 16: Circa 1980s view of Blue Horizon interior. 
Source: http://www.phillyboxinghistory.com/venues/venue_blue.htm 
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