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Contributing Writer

Ifyou grewupin Pocopson
Township, you were near
the Brandywine River
which has attracted people
for generations. Some fea-
tures of the landscape along
the river may be familiar
to old-timers who called
the area home going back
decades. The West Chester
Street Railway, the Lenape
Dance Pavilion and Lenape
Park are three that come to
mind, features which are
all nearly gone, but which
hold important places in the
heritage of the region.

During the 1890s, the
West  Chester  Street
Railway developed land
in the township along
the eastern shore of the
Brandywine which had
previously supported
a grist mill and a picnic
area. Previously known as
Sagerville, the area came to
be called Lenape with the
addition of the Post Office
of that name. The com-
pany built an amusement
facility—Lenape Park—to
promote ridership on the
trolley line which ran there
from West Chester.

According to author
Phyllis Recca, curator of
an exhibit at the Chadds
Ford Historical Society
featuring the park, the site
offered amusement rides
and a boardwalk, as well
as swimming and canoe-
ing. Around the same time,
the trolley company con-
structed a dance pavilion
on the western bank next
to Lenape Station, which
offered service on the trol-

Chester County Press

[n the Spotlight

ﬂ

WEDNESDAY, JANUARY 26, 2022

by Gene
Pisasale

ley and the Wilmington and
Northern railroad. The park
attracted large crowds, but
by the early 1920s it was
sold to the Gibney fam-
ily. The railway retained
ownership of the dance
pavilion. The trolley con-
tinued to be in frequent use
by travelers, but with the
advent of the automobile,
ridership waned. It made its
last run to Lenape Station
in November 1929.

After the trolley stopped
running, John Gibney
purchased the dance
hall to create a vibrant
entertainment site. He suc-
ceeded—events were held
there on weekdays and
Saturdays, promoted along
with advertisements for
Lenape Park. According
to Recca, young people
enjoyed “committee danc-
es” on Friday nights, while
big band dances attracted
adults on both Wednesdays
and Saturdays. Gibney had
luck for a while; the Park
and the pavilion were quite
popular, but with the onset
of the Great Depression,
revenues dried up. By
1937, Gibney gave up on

Lenape Station circa 1900s,
Sagerville station. Postcard courtesy Becky Rogers

originally built as

the dance hall and later sold
it to T. Frank Walsh. Walsh
was a loner, described by
some as a free spirit despite
having a college education
and a previous carcer as
a CPA. He resided in the
dance hall, which had few
amenities, living a meager
existence, using a wood-
burning stove and a crude
toilet which emptied into
the river nearby.

Children loved to visit
Walsh in his dance hall
home. They would some-
times chop wood or help
paint the roof. He mesmer-
ized them with stories of
local Indians, poetry and
Greek mythology. Walsh
survived by repairing
canoes for Gibney; he col-
lected old broken paddles,
repainting them and giving
them names. Walsh loved
the back-to-nature lifestyle.
He named the dance hall
the Aecolian Place, afier
Acolus, the Greek god of
the wind. Walsh remained
there until his death in
1968.

Another free spirit, art-
ist Tom Bostelle purchased
the dance hall following

Photograph of T. Frank Walsh, courtesy Edward Pettit.

Lenape Dance Hall circa 1900s, courtesy Chester County Historical Society.

Walsh’s death. The pavil-
ion became his home and
studio; he called it the
Acolian Palace Gallery.
Bostelle never upgraded
the building, living there
in a bohemian lifestyle. His
work “Lenape Jesus” is
considered a local classic.
It is now in the collection
of the Brandywine River
Museum of Art. After ini-
tially painting portraits,
including one of fellow art-
ist Horace Pippin (currently
in the National Portrait
Gallery), Bostelle became
more avant-garde, creat-
ing shadowy images of his
subjects. One of his paint-
ings- on the wall inside the
pavilion- displays a myste-
rious likeness of a person
walking upstairs away
from the viewer toward an
cerie figure looking down.
He also created numerous
metal silhouette sculp-
tures of various characters
which he displayed along
the riverbank, an unusual
“gathering” for people to

Tom Bostelle circa 1977, courtesy Aeolian Palace
Gallery brochure.

Collapsed Dance HaII circa September 2021.
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see. Tom Bostelle passed
away in 2005,

Bostelle’s former home
sat vacant for years. A pri-
vate party purchased the
building with intentions
of renovation, but noth-
ing was ever done. The
pavilion was subject to the
vagaries of nature; travel-
ers could see the structure
continually deteriorating.
Brandywine floodwaters
broke down its founda-
tion, as they had done to
structures at the nearby
Lenape Park (renamed
Brandywine Picnic Park).
The Park was closed in
2019. In September 2021,
in a final blow to the area,
extreme flooding along the
Brandywine caused the
dance hall to collapse, its

rickety shell barely stand-
ing above the ground.
The Park on the eastern
bank was stripped of most
structures.

The trolley line has dis-
appeared, and one can
only see the tracks of the
Wilmington and Northern
railroad. The Park and dance
pavilion have largely been
destroyed, leaving only
memories of their former
“lives” bringing pleasure
to thousands. Today you
can view vesliges of what
was once a vibrant place. ..
and if you listen closely,
when the wind blows, you
can almost hear the joyous
shouts of visitors from days
gone by...

Gene Pisasale is an his-
torian, author and lecturer
based in Kennett Square.
His ten books focus on
the history of the Chester
County and Philadelphia
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“Forgolien Founding
Fathers: Pennsylvania and
Delaware in the American
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are available on his web-
site at www.GenePisasale.
com and on www.Amazon.
com. Gene can be reached
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GenePisasale.com.



