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Statement of Significance, Overbrook Farms Historic District 
 

 
Emily Sargent Lewis, ñMy Indian Policy,ò 1910  5901 Drexel Road, Lewis House 
 
ñMy Indian Policy,ò a poem published by Emily Sargent Lewis in 1910, while she lived at 5901 
Drexel Road, presents an idyllic image of suburban domesticity at turn-of-the-century Overbrook 
Farms, a place where most peaceful homes lined quiet streets and complex problems were 
solved with especial cakes and cambric tea, a mild childrenôs drink brewed with milk and sugar.1 
However, although peaceful and quiet, Overbrook Farms was not disconnected from the 
modern, urban, industrial City of Philadelphia. It was, in fact, explicitly developed as an essential 
component of the emerging modern metropolis, engineered with great precision to provide a 
stable, safe, sanitary, orderly, attractive, and efficient environment for well-heeled residents of 
the modern city. And its inhabitants were likewise quintessentially modern. Poet Emily Sargent 
Lewis was also a suffragette and president of the Equal Franchise Society of Philadelphia, who 
authored plays advocating for womenôs rights.2 Her husband, Wilfred Lewis, was an engineer, 
president of the Tabor Manufacturing Company, and close friend and colleague of Frederick 
Winslow Taylor, the world-renowned creator of scientific management, the efficiency system 
that revolutionized industrial production at the turn of the century.3 Their neighbors were families 
headed by manufacturers, merchants, attorneys, bankers, stockbrokers, educators, artists, 
architects, and other professionals. 
 
Overbrook Farms is a suburban residential development of approximately 500 properties 
located on the western edge of the City of Philadelphia and centered on the Main Line of the 
former Pennsylvania Railroad. Laid out in the early 1890s and populated with large detached 
and semi-detached houses designed by prominent architects in various revival styles between 
the 1890s and the 1920s, Overbrook Farms retains a high degree of integrity and clearly 
documents a critical moment in Philadelphiaôs evolution, when the city reached its zenith as an 
industrial, commercial, and financial center. Developed by bankers and designed by architects 
and engineers, Overbrook Farms was a complex machine intended to rationally, efficiently, and 
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scientifically satisfy the physical and psychological needs of its upper-middle and upper class 
residents, who had created the dirty, chaotic city but did not want to live in it. Like the 
enterprises that neighborhoodôs engineers, industrialists, attorneys, bankers, and stockbrokers 
designed, ran, represented, financed, and bought and sold, the development was a well-oiled, 
for-profit venture intent on producing a highly desirable commodity, the ideal domestic 
environment. With stylish spacious houses set on large landscaped lots, clean water, plentiful 
steam heat, reliable electricity, well-maintained roads and sidewalks, and sanitary sewerage 
and drainage, Overbrook Farms was radically disconnected from the urban, commercial, and 
industrial sections of the city, yet remained inextricably linked to them, most tangibly by the 
Pennsylvania Railroad line. As the advertisements for the development exclaimed, Overbrook 
Farms was ñA Desirable Home Place, Suburban Living at Its Best,ò yet only ñ10 minutes, 5 
miles, 10 cents from Broad Street Station.ò A highly legible and extremely edifying bricks-and-
mortar document of a very important moment in Philadelphiaôs history, Overbrook Farms 
warrants the Philadelphia Historical Commissionôs designation, protection, and preservation. 
 
The Overbrook Farms Historic District satisfies seven Criteria for Designation (a, c, d, e, f, h, 
and j) as delineated in Section 14-2007(5) of the Philadelphia Code, the Cityôs historic 
preservation ordinance. Paraphrasing the criteria, the Overbrook Farms Historic District: 
 

(a) Has significant character, interest and value as part of the development, heritage and 
cultural characteristics of the City, Commonwealth and Nation and is associated with the 
lives of persons significant in the past; 
(c) Reflects the environment in an era characterized by distinctive architectural styles; 
(d) Embodies distinguishing characteristics of architectural styles and engineering 
specimens; 
(e) Is the work of architects, landscape architects, and engineers whose production has 
significantly influenced the historical, architectural, economic, social, and cultural 
development of the City, Commonwealth and Nation; 
(f) Contains elements of design, detail, materials and craftsmanship which represent 
significant innovations; 
(h) Owing to its unique location or singular physical characteristic, represents an 
established and familiar visual feature of the neighborhood, community or City; 
 (j) Exemplifies the cultural, political, economic, social and historical heritage of the 
community. 

 
The period of significance of the Overbrook Farms Historic District spans from 1850, when the 
trains first ran through the district, to 1929, when the last of the original buildings of the 
development was constructed and the first of the original buildings demolished. During this 
period, the men and women who lived and worked in Overbrook Farms created a vibrant 
community that had broad-ranging and significant effects beyond the bounds of the suburban 
development. 
 
 
Philadelphiaôs Early Suburbs 
When its developers first imagined Overbrook Farms in 1892, Philadelphia had been the home 
to garden railroad suburbs for nearly 50 years. For example, during the decades after the 
opening of the Philadelphia, Germantown & Norristown Railroad to Germantown in 1832, the 
Johnson and Haines farmsteads west of Germantown Avenue, in what was then an 
independent township, were developed as the fashionable Tulpehocken residential 
neighborhood, with large Victorian houses set on green lots. However, unlike the later 
development that would occur at Overbrook Farms, the development at Tulpehocken was the 
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result of small-scale developers worked individually, erecting houses of various sizes, styles, 
and values in a piecemeal fashion over a long period of time without the benefits of economies 
of scale or a private, integrated infrastructure system. After the same railroad was extended to 
Chestnut Hill in 1854, Samuel Austin constructed several grand Italianate villas on large green 
lawns along Summit Street, the highest point in the newly-consolidated city. Others including 
Charles Taylor erected suburban villas for commuters on Norwood Avenue and the other streets 
around Summit Avenue and the railroad station in Chestnut Hill in the mid nineteenth century, 
creating a pleasant suburban community, but, again, these were relatively small-scale ventures. 
At about the same time, in the early 1850s, suburban development began in West Philadelphia, 
which had been linked to the city center by a growing street car system. Samuel Harrison and 
Nathaniel B. Browne developed a tract of farmland as Hamilton Terrace. There, architect 
Samuel Sloan erected picturesque Gothic Revival and Italianate villas in the romantic manner 
advocated by landscape theorist Andrew Jackson Downing in the 1840s. Nearby, around 40th 
and Pine Streets, developer Jacob Knorr platted the land and sold lots for houses on the 
condition that the buyers erect "substantial stone or brick buildings." To the southeast of Knorrôs 
subdivision, real estate developer Charles M.S. Leslie constructed Woodland Terrace, a larger 
development of 22 Italianate twins crafted to appear as large single houses. To protect his 
development in this pre-zoning era, Leslie incorporated a restrictive clause into the Woodland 
Terrace deeds that prohibited the erection of a "slaughterhouse, skin dressing house or engine 
house, blacksmith shop or carpenter shop, glue, soap, candle or starch manufactory or any 
other offensive occupation.ò4 Other picturesque suburban developments grew along the rail and 
street car lines in and around Philadelphia during the decades before and after the Civil War, for 
example at Powelton Village, Jenkintown, and Ridley Park, but none was like those established 
in the late nineteenth century by the Drexel Syndicate and Wendell & Smith, the developers of 
Overbrook Farms as well as Wayne, St. Davidôs, and Pelham. At Overbrook Farms, fueled by 
the Drexel Syndicateôs access to enormous amounts of capital, Wendell & Smith worked at 
entirely novel scales and intensities, creating a unique, suburban community that maintains its 
beauty and significance more than a century later. 
 
 
Drexel & Co. 
On 28 October 1892, Anthony J. Drexel, the senior partner of Drexel & Co., one of the most 
powerful investment banks in the world, completed the negotiations for the purchase of the John 
M. George Estate, 171 acres of open land on the western edge of Philadelphia that would be 
developed as Overbrook Farms.5 The proceeds of the sale would endow the George School, a 
Quaker boarding school in Newtown, Bucks County, Pennsylvania. A contemporary report on 
the purchase agreement explained that ñthe tract will be open for improvement by the 
purchaser. It is one of the highest pieces of ground within the city limits, being at its highest 
point, about 250 feet above city datum. The ground is covered with fine old trees, and slopes on 
all sides toward pretty streams.ò6 An 1888 map of the area shows that the George Estate tract 
was largely open, undeveloped land. The Pennsylvania Railroadôs Main Line bisected the tract. 
The Overbrook Railroad Station stood as it stands today at the intersection of the tracks with 
City Avenue. Two roads crossed the tract, Lancaster Pike, an ancient turnpike on its current 
bed, and Merion Road, which ran parallel to and northeast of the railroad line, but was later 
removed. A handful of buildings, all related to the George Estate, most of which were later 
removed, stood on the tract near City Avenue to the northeast and southwest of the railroad 
line. The tract was crossed by streams and dotted by ponds. Excepting a few large estates 
including those of David Scull and Wistar Morris, the surrounding land was likewise 
undeveloped. The linear village of Haddington, which stood along Haverford Avenue about one-
half mile to the south, marked the edges of urban growth at the time. 
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The George Tract, bounded by City Avenue at the northwest and bisected by Lancaster Pike 
and the Pennsylvania Railroad, 1877 
 
Drexel negotiated the purchase of the George Tract on behalf of himself and the other members 
of the so-called Drexel Syndicate, a group of investors associated with Drexel & Co., one of the 
worldôs most powerful banks.7 Other members included George W. Childs, a life-long Drexel 
friend and the publisher of the Public Ledger, a major Philadelphia daily newspaper, and 
Edward T. Stotesbury and James W. Paul Jr., partners at Drexel & Co. Paul was Drexelôs son-
in-law, married to his daughter Frances Katherine Drexel, who died in 1892.8 
 
Before Drexel could complete the purchase of the George Tract, he died suddenly on 30 June 
1893 while in Karlsbad, Bohemia.9 Despite Drexelôs sudden death, the Drexel Syndicate, now 
headed by Stotesbury, completed the purchase on 5 July 1893, paying $425,000 for the land. 
The Drexel Syndicate did not purchase the property directly from the George Estate, but instead 
purchased through its agent, Wendell & Smith, which took title to the property before passing it 
to the Syndicate.10 Although the Drexel Syndicate did not formally complete the sale until July 
1893, preliminary work on the Overbrook Farms development had begun earlier that year, on 20 
February 1893.11 Stone, a building materials trade magazine, noted in March 1893 that ñMessrs. 
Childs and Drexel, large land owners at Wayne, Pa., and other places along the lines of 
railways, have just started quite an operation of country homes at Overbrook near 
Philadelphia.ò12 Wendell & Smith opened a real estate sales office, a handsome stone building 
designed by architect Horace Trumbauer, at 6092 Drexel Road, adjacent to the railroad station, 
on 6 June 1893. It appears that George H. Freedley took title to the first lot, 5918 Drexel Road, 
on 13 August 1893.13 Freedley was trained as an architect and associated with his familyôs 
marble business, J.K. Freedley & Son, which had supplied marble for Childsô mansion at 22nd 
and Walnut Streets and the Drexel Building on Wall Street in Manhattan.14 
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Edward T. Stotesbury     James W. Paul Jr. 
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Advertisement, Public Ledger Almanac, 1895 Overbrook Farms letterhead, 1894 
   
Overbrook Farms was not the first real estate development undertaken by the Drexel Syndicate. 
In 1880, the Syndicate, headed at the time by Drexel and Childs, had purchased 600 acres of 
farm land 15 miles west of Philadelphia straddling the Pennsylvania Railroadôs Main Line, where 
it developed the suburban communities of Wayne and St. Davidôs. There, the Syndicate 
established the business model that it would replicate in the 1890s at Overbrook Farms and 
also Pelham, a suburban subdivision in Philadelphiaôs West Mt. Airy neighborhood. 
 
 
The Paoli Local 
Essential to the Drexel Syndicate business model of suburban development was comfortable, 
convenient, and inexpensive access to Philadelphiaôs downtown core, not only for the 
businessman but also the shopper and theater-goer. ñThe stores and office buildings and 
theatres are at twelve minutesô distanceò by train from Overbrook Farms, Wendell & Smith 
proclaimed.15 Overbrook Farms, Wayne, and St. Davidôs are all located within easy walking 
distance of passenger stations on what was Pennsylvania Railroadôs Main Line. Running 
frequently, the Paoli Local connected suburbanites with Broad Street Station in the cityôs new 
financial, commercial, and governmental center, which had shifted westward from Old City to 
Broad Street with the opening of the new City Hall.16 A newspaper advertisement for Overbrook 
Farms real estate observed that ñthe Philadelphia street cars in 1897 carried nearly 198,500,000 
passengers. No wonder you were crowded in your uncomfortable and tedious home-going. 
When you live in Overbrook Farms, you enjoy rapid transit by frequent trains all day longé Main 
Line Pennsylvania R.R., 14 minutes from Board Street Station.ò17 The train line allowed the 
residents of Overbrook Farms to enjoy the comforts of suburban living without sacrificing the 
economic, social, and cultural benefits of the city. ñOverbrook Farms é is nearer to the heart of 
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the city, in point of time, than is the cityôs residential section,ò the developers announced.18 In 
1920, famed essayist Christopher Morley waxed poetic about the Paoli Local, ñan excursion into 
Arcadia,ò on which ñone gets oneôs first glimpse of those highly civilized suburbsò at Overbrook. 
 

Along that green embowered track 
My heart throws off its pedlarôs pack 
In memory commuting back 
 Now swiftly and now slowlyˈ 
Ah! lucky people you, in sooth 
Who ride that caravan of youth 
 The Local to Paoli!19 

 
Trains first rolled west out of Philadelphia in 1834, but not on the current bed of the Main Line. 
Until 1850, the west-bound trains travelled through West Philadelphia on the Philadelphia & 
Columbia line, which crossed the Schuylkill north of the city center, ran up an inclined plane to 
the Belmont Plateau, across City Avenue about one and one-half miles northeast of Overbrook 
Farms, and along what is now Montgomery Avenue in Lower Merion, before connecting with the 
current Main Line train bed at Ardmore, then called Athensville. The West Philadelphia Railroad 
was chartered in 1835 to circumvent the inclined plane and provide a more direct route between 
Philadelphia and the West. A section was constructed along the current bed of the Main Line 
from 52nd Street in West Philadelphia, through what would become Overbrook Farms, across 
City Avenue, and on to Athensville. However, before the line was completed east of 52nd Street 
to the Schuylkill and linked to the cityôs railroad network, the West Philadelphia Railroad failed. 
The partially complete line sat unused for several years. Eventually, the Commonwealth of 
Pennsylvania took control of the failed railroad and track was laid between 52nd Street and the 
city center in 1850. The first trains ran on the line on 15 October 1850, rendering the inclined 
plane obsolete. In 1857, the Pennsylvania Railroad, which had operated in western part of the 
state, purchased the Main Line from the Commonwealth and began upgrading it. The following 
year, W.H. Wilson, the resident engineer of the Pennsylvania Railroadôs Philadelphia Division, 
noted that: ñAs much inconvenience is experienced for want of passenger station houses at 
West Philadelphia, City Avenue, and West Chester intersection, I would recommend the 
construction of frame buildings at these points, at an early day.ò20 Wilsonôs suggestion to build a 
station at City Avenue, now called Overbrook, was promptly heeded. The following year, in 
1859, the Pennsylvania Railroad reported to its stockholders that ñSmall station houses for the 
accommodation of passengers have been erected at West Philadelphia, City Avenue, and 
Coatesville, and one is now in preparation for Athensville.ò21 Although it has been altered and 
open-air passenger shelters have been added, the ñsmall station houseò built in 1858 or early 
1859, where the Main Line crosses City Avenue, still stands and is probably the oldest surviving 
station building on the line. The Pennsylvania Railroad continued to refer to the stop as the City 
Avenue Station during the Civil War, but had renamed it the Overbrook Station by 1869.22 
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Overbrook Station, c. 1890     Herman Wendell, c. 1898 
 
 
Wendell & Smith, the Developers 
At Overbrook Farms as well as Wayne, St. Davidôs, and Pelham, the Drexel Syndicate engaged 
the firm of Wendell & Smith, headed by Herman Wendell and Walter Bassett Smith, to direct all 
of the aspects of the development. Unlike other local suburban developers, Wendell & Smith 
undertook very large projects in which they controlled every aspect of the development from the 
platting of land and the installation and maintenance of private infrastructure systems to the 
financing, design, construction, sales, and rentals of lots and homes. Constructing large 
developments, Wendell & Smith took advantage of economies of scale, providing high quality 
construction at reasonable prices. Touting its clout in the building materials marketplace, 
Wendell & Smith challenged that it would ñlike to see an owner put in such floors! Extravagant? 
No. We buy our pine in Florida. Everything else the same way. We buy and work by 
wholesale.ò23 Unlike smaller developers, the firm constructed ñanywhere from three to a dozen 
or more houses at a time.ò24 As many as 300 to 400 men worked on the initial construction at 
Overbrook Farms in 1893 and 1894.25 In summer of 1896, as the infrastructure neared 
completion and house construction ramped up in Overbrook, Wendell & Smith were ñreported 
as preparing plans for 50 houses, work on which will begin in August.ò26 
 
About 1882, Herman Wendell and Walter Bassett Smith, who had been classmates at the 
Franklin Institute Drawing School, partnered to form Wendell & Smith, a real estate 
development company that became one of the most important and prolific in turn-of-the-century 
Philadelphia. That year, the new firm began developing Wayne and St. Davidôs for the Drexel 
Syndicate. The company was admitted to the Roster of the Master Buildersô Exchange of 
Philadelphia on 4 June 1887.27 Wendell & Smith not only constructed suburban communities 
like Overbrook Farms and Pelham, it also undertook other development projects. For example, 
in the mid 1890s, it designed and constructed Willow Grove Park, a large amusement park 
outside Philadelphia, for the Union Traction Company, owned by the Widener-Elkins transit 
syndicate.28 Wendell & Smith operated until about World War I, when the two founders would 
have been in their mid 60s and ready for retirement. 
 
Herman Wendell was a direct descendent of Evert Jansen Wendell, an early Dutch settler, who 
immigrated to New Amsterdam in 1642 and Fort Orange (Albany) in 1651. The Wendells 
established themselves as one of the most prominent Dutch families in the Hudson Valley. A 
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branch of the family moved east to Boston in the early eighteenth century, where it produced 
many luminaries including Oliver Wendell Holmes. Herman Wendellôs grandfather, Isaac 
Wendell, was a Quaker and part of the Boston branch of the family. He moved north to Dover, 
New Hampshire in 1806, where he established important textile mills on the Piscataqua River as 
well as a cut nail factory and an iron foundry. After Isaac Wendellôs business failed in the panics 
of the late 1820s, sending several members of his prominent family into bankruptcy, he fled to 
Philadelphia, where he was received at the Frankford Monthly Meeting from the Dover, New 
Hampshire Monthly Meeting in 1833.29 In Philadelphia, Wendell and his older son, Isaac P. 
Wendell, established a textile factory.30 Evert Jansen Wendell (1827-1908), Hermanôs father, 
was born in 1827, during this tumultuous period, as the family fled New Hampshire for 
Philadelphia.31 Evert, Hermanôs father, married Abigail Hopper Smith in 1849 and was 
subsequently disowned by the Philadelphia Monthly Meeting for ñmarriage out of unity.ò32 
Herman Wendell was born to Evert and Abigail in Philadelphia about 1852.33 He attended the 
Franklin Institute Drawing School in the first quarter of the 1869-1870 term and then appeared in 
city directories in 1875 as a carpenter with a residence in the Frankford section of 
Philadelphia.34 In 1877, he partnered in a carpentry business with Frank Price, brother of 
architects William and Walter Price. Wendell married Lilla A. Stewart on 17 May 1877 in Clay 
County, Florida.35 The Wendells had two sons, both of whom were born in Frankford and later 
worked for their father. Robert Stewart Wendell was born on 6 October 1878, attended 
Haverford College, and became civil engineer. Evert Jansen Wendell II, named for his 
grandfather and the early settler, was born on 17 May 1884, attended Harvard College, became 
a landscape architect, and designed several buildings for Overbrook Farms.36 In 1880, Herman 
Wendell maintained an office at 14 S. 32nd Street in West Philadelphia and was living on 
Powdermill Lane in Frankford.37 Frank and William Price designed a house for Wendell on the 
Powdermill Lane site in 1883; the house was demolished many years ago.38 In 1888, Wendell 
moved to Wayne on the Main Line, where he and his partner were overseeing suburban 
development for the Drexel Syndicate.39 About this time, Wendell remarried and he and his new 
wife, Mary Scott Wendell, had a son, Douglas Cary Wendell, about 1895.40 Wendell was an avid 
and accomplished golfer who competed nationally. In 1897, he and other local golfers 
established the St. Davidôs Golf Club. Wendell supervised the construction of the club, which 
opened in 1898, and was its first champion.41 Wendell went on to become a renowned golfer, 
winning major senior tournaments throughout the northeast.42 Wendell was also involved in 
numerous ventures outside the Wendell & Smith real estate development company. He was a 
director of the Wayne Title & Trust Company, incorporated on 10 February 1890.43 In 1898, 
while still involved with Wendell & Smith, he founded a second real estate development 
company with Frederick Howard Treat (1851-1917). Wendell & Treat maintained an office at 15 
Cortland Street in New York City and undertook development projects in Wayne, St. Davidôs, 
Devon Village, and Wynnewood around Philadelphia; Essex Falls in New Jersey; and Bradley 
Hills, outside Washington D.C. Frederick H. Treat alone developed Rosemont, also outside 
Washington D.C.44 In 1909, Wendell was an incorporator of Brownôs Creek Land & Coal 
Company in Welch, West Virginia.45 In the teens, Wendell partnered with Henry Wright as 
Wendell & Wright to develop real estate including the Wistar Morris Estate, which is adjacent to 
Overbrook Farms and within the historic district. After 1917, Wendell was listed in directories as 
a real estate agent.46 For example, Wendell, with an office at 120 Commercial Trust Building in 
Philadelphia, advertised a ñgentlemanôs estateò for sale on Chesapeake Bay in Maryland in 
1920.47 The date and circumstances of Herman Wendellôs death are unknown. 
 
Surprisingly little is known about Herman Wendellôs partner, Walter Bassett Smith. Like 
Wendell, Smith attended the Franklin Institute Drawing School. He married a woman named 
Elizabeth whose maiden name may have been Gatchel. Smith had at least one son, Walter 
Gordon Smith, who was born about 1880, was an amateur ornithologist, graduated with a 
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degree in mechanical engineering from the University of Pennsylvania in 1902, and eventually 
joined his father in the real estate business. In 1887, the Smith family moved to a Wendell & 
Smith house in Haverford. In 1894, they purchased the large property at 5870 Drexel Road in 
Overbrook Farms and constructed a grand Horace Trumbauer-designed house, which has 
subsequently been demolished (and will be discussed later).48 After many years on Drexel 
Road, they sold the property in 1907 and moved to a new Trumbauer-designed house at the 
southeast corner of Overbrook Farms at 6490 Woodbine Avenue.49 Walter Bassett Smith was 
an early and avid automobile enthusiast. He reported a Cleveland motor car stolen in 1897. In 
1902, he purchased an Autocar from the Autocar Company of Ardmore. In 1903, he purchased 
two more Autocars, a standard and a tonneau.50 In the early days of automobile touring, he and 
his wife terrorized the good people of Lancaster as they sped about the countryside in one of 
ñthose derned contraptions.ò51 Like Wendell, Smith undertook real estate and development 
projects outside Wendell & Smith. For example, Smith developed the suburban community of 
Wynnewood Manor in Montgomery County, Pennsylvania in the early twentieth century.52 In the 
late teens, after the demise of Wendell & Smith, Smith and his son Walter Gordon Smith 
maintained a real estate office at 2135 N. 63rd Street in Overbrook Farms and specialized in 
ñfine residence propertiesò in Overbrook and elsewhere.53 In 1917, Smith advertised ñMain Line 
Houses for Sale and for Rentò in a Philadelphia newspaper.54 In 1922, son Walter Gordon Smith 
was listed in a University of Pennsylvania alumni directory as a real estate broker.55 The date 
and circumstances of Walter Bassett Smithôs death are unknown. However, Smith was still alive 
in 1932, when he was listed as a subscriber to the Regional Plan of the Philadelphia Tri-State 
District.56 
 
Wendell & Smithôs link to the Drexel Syndicate is probably explained by Frank Smith, who may 
have been Walter Bassett Smithôs brother or other close relative. Frankôs father, Franklin 
Davenport Smith, was a contractor and builder in Woodbury, New Jersey. During the Civil War, 
he enlisted in the Union Army and was killed in action in June 1864. After the loss of her 
husband, Frankôs mother, Anna Wood (Wallace) Smith, moved the family to the Southwark 
section of Philadelphia. She is listed in city directories as a ñgentlewomanò and resided at 1621 
S. Front Street in 1866 and 1641 S. Front Street in 1867. Frank apprenticed with architect John 
MacArthur Jr. during the 1860s. In 1867, he is listed in the city directory as ñFrank Smith, Jr., 
architect, 1641 S. Front Street,ò the same address as his mother.57 After his apprenticeship to 
MacArthur, Frank Smith served from 1868 to 1887 as the private secretary to George W. Childs, 
one of the partners of the Drexel Syndicate and the publisher of the Public Ledger, a leading 
Philadelphia daily newspaper. He was appointed as the manager of the Drexel Syndicateôs 
Wayne development on 1 January 1887, five years after Wendell & Smith began to construct 
the suburban enclave.58 Frank Smith likely provided Walter Bassett Smith and his development 
firm with the connection to the Drexel Syndicate. 
 
 
From Pasture to Parcels 
Through its absolute control of development on a grand scale at Overbrook Farms, Wendell & 
Smith was able to provide a stable, safe, sanitary, orderly, attractive, and efficient suburban 
environment for its upper middle and upper class clientele, who increasingly experienced the 
city as unstable, unsafe, unsanitary, disorderly, unattractive, and inefficient. The developers 
proclaimed that its communities ñwill be appreciated by all city people who suffer the ills of 
crowded residence and unhealthy surroundings.ò59 Wendell & Smith was frank about its control 
of the development and the benefits that that control would bestow. Advertising the Pelham 
subdivision in 1898, the developers explained that ñwhen you buy a home at Pelham, beside a 
charming home you get the best kind of investment. The same surroundings and conditions that 
make Pelham delightful to you also make it delightful to others; and those conditions must 
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always be maintained by the management in order to make THEIR immense investment 
profitable. What guarantee could you have like that of a stronger power always working for your 
interest in order to advance its own!ò60 
 
At Overbrook Farms, Wayne, St. Davidôs, and Pelham and also at Essex Fells, New Jersey and 
Bradley Hills outside Washington D.C., where Herman Wendell and partner Frederick Treat 
created similar suburban communities, Wendell & Smith provided utilities of a quality that small 
developers could not offer and municipalities, even large cities like Philadelphia, could or would 
not provide. In a newspaper advertisement, Wendell & Smith proclaimed that ñbefore a lot was 
offered [Wendell & Smith] took the place of a Board of Public Works, and did at their own 
expense what a city does at the public cost after long years of waiting.ò61 At Overbrook Farms, 
Wendell & Smith built roads and sidewalks, a plant that distributed steam for heating to all 
houses, a system that distributed pure water, a drainage system that disposed of sewage and 
storm water, and a network that distributed electricity generated at the development. At 
Overbrook Farms, all utilities were provided directly by the developers, not the government, 
which many considered corrupt and incompetent. 
 
According to an incomplete company ledger, Wendell & Smith divided the ñPreliminary Workò at 
Overbrook Farms into several categories including ñSurveys + Plans,ò ñLand Clearing,ò ñGenl. 
Grading,ò ñDrainage,ò ñAve[nue]s,ò ñ[steam and electrical] Plants,ò ñWater,ò ñOffice,ò ñCpt Wk 
[Carpentry Work],ò and ñQuarry.ò62 The ledger lists only one full-time Wendell & Smith employee 
at Overbrook Farms, George W.B. Hicks, a young real estate man who later served in the state 
legislature and as the executive director of Philadelphiaôs Comprehensive Plans Committee, a 
predecessor to the City Planning Commission.63 
 
Initial survey work was undertaken by George B. Mifflin of Wayne, who had surveyed the 
Wayne and St. Davidôs subdivisions for Wendell & Smith a few years earlier. Bridge engineer 
H.S. Righter was retained for survey and plan work. R.H. Johnson & Company of Wayne, a 
construction engineering company with expertise in roads and sewers, was also retained. 
Although not recorded in the surviving ledger, other design work was undertaken by civil 
engineer Chester E. Albright of Albright & Mebus, who lived in the Pelham development and 
claimed ñdevelopment of suburban propertyò as a ñspecialty.ò64 John P.P. Lathrop, a civil 
engineer educated at Cornell, who lived at 6359 Woodbine Avenue in 1898, was also involved 
in the early design work at Overbrook Farms.65 Wendell & Smith awarded the contract for the 
street work to Charles F. Stauffer of Wayne, a large municipal contracting firm, in early 1893.66 
 
Significant draining, cutting, filling, and grading was undertaken to transform the pasture land for 
suburban development. The main and east branches of Merion Creek, where 63rd Street and 
Upland Way respectively were laid, and Indian Run, where 66th Street was laid, were diverted to 
sewers, freeing the land for construction. A swamp along the east side of Upland Way was 
drained. On 23 March 1893, Mayor Stuart signed an ordinance appropriating $50,000 and 
directing the Department of Public Works to build a sewer ñalong the line of Merion creek, from 
a point near Lancaster avenue on the westerly side of the Pennsylvania railroad to City line, 
also along the easterly branch of Merion creek from its intersection with the main stream west of 
the Pennsylvania railroad at Woodbine avenue, under the Pennsylvania railroad and across 
private property to City avenue.ò67 On 15 October 1894, the mayor signed an ordinance 
approving a contract for the Merion Creek sewer with contractor B.E. Malone that set the total 
cost at $33,000.68 Although that sewer was quickly constructed, the Indian Run sewer at the 
southwest edge of the development was not undertaken for several years. On 19 July 1902, 
Mayor Ashbridge signed an ordinance appropriating $50,000 and directing the Department of 
Public Works to build an ñIndian Run sewer in Sixty-sixth street from City avenue southward to 




