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July 10, 1836 & July 19, 1836 - Locomotive Ascends the Belmont Inclined Plane 
 
 On July 10, 1836, at the rate of 15 miles per hour, the George Washington locomo-
tive powered its way up the Belmont Inclined Plane in two minutes and one second.   
 

The Hansells must have heard it coming and were probably astounded to see this 
engine, under its own power, ascend the plane and chug into the train yard.  Perhaps 
there were free drinks all around to commemorate this historic moment. 
 
 

George Washington, 1836 (When Railroads Were New by Charles F. Carter, 1909, opposite 128) 
 
 
 Few people believed that such a thing was possible.  The editors of the “American 
Railroad Journal and Advocate of Internal Improvements” prevailed upon William Norris, the 
mastermind behind this new contraption, to repeat this astounding feat.   
 

Nine days later on July 19th, Norris fired-up the locomotive, attached a tender filled 
with coal and water and two passenger cars with 53 people aboard and drove up the Bel-
mont Inclined Plane in two minutes and 24 seconds.  The passengers signed a certificate 
verifying the facts of the event. 
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1837 George Hansell, Jr. Dies 
 

George Hansell, Jr. died in June 1837 
without a will.  Administrators for his 
estate were James Hall, the fellow who 
had purchased the Rising Sun Tavern 
from George and his siblings, and 
Isaac W. Roberts, who had been ad-
ministrator for George’s father’s estate. 
 
Hall and Roberts asked the court for 
permission to sell George’s real estate 
to cover his debts.  George owned four 
properties.   
 
The Inclined Plane Tavern property in-
cluded two adjoining lots as advertised 
to the left.  Lot 2 was purchased shortly 
after George sold the two acre parcel 
for the railroad depot. (Deed TH 92/383) 
 
In 1833, at a Sheriff’s auction, George 
bought a lot with dwelling and black-
smith shop on the Lancaster Turnpike 
in Blockley. (Sheriff’s Deed Book F/440) 
 
In 1836, George purchased 21 acres 
with 925 feet frontage on Monument 
Road, in close proximity to his tavern 
property.  The parcel abutted property 
owned by his cousin Peter Hansell at 
the corner of Monument Road and Ford 
Road. (Deed SHF 5/494). 
 

1-20-1838 Philadelphia Inquirer 
 

In February of 1838, the administrators reported to the Court that the tavern prop-
erty’s value “depends in a great degree upon its vicinity to the inclined plane and it is impos-
sible to effect a sale thereof without great sacrifice, until the question as to the proposed 
change of route shall be determined.” 
 
 Remember that the shortcomings of the inclined plane were immediately apparent as 
soon as it was put into operation and there was much talk and planning to re-route the line 
to avoid the plane.  An alternate route would not be operating until 1850, but this could not 
have been foreseen at the time of George’s death. 
 

George’s son Norris kept on with the tavern and the 21 acre lot and the property on 
Lancaster Turnpike were sold in 1839. 
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1839 Fire at Belmont Inclined Plane 
 
 1839 was not a good year for the Belmont Inclined Plane.  On three occasions the 
rope broke and railroad cars were destroyed.  Then there was this costly fire in November. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
11-29-1839 National Gazette (Philadelphia, PA) 
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1840s - Deaths in the Hansell Family 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

9/23/1840 Daily Pennsylvanian (Philadelphia) 
 
 On September 21, 1840, George Hansell, son of the deceased George, Jr., met with 
this ghastly fate.  The Green Tree Tavern was about 18 miles west of the Inclined Plane 
Tavern.  I don’t know how old George was at the time of his death.  The brother referred to 
in the newspaper article is Norris Hansell. 
 
 
July 24, 1841 Daily Pennsylvanian 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Then Norris Hansell died in July of 1841.  Norris had taken over operation of the In-
clined Plane Tavern when his father died.  Norris Hansell’s widow Mary was granted a tav-
ern license in September 1841.   
 
10-27-1841 Daily Pennsylvanian 
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The End of the Belmont Inclined Plane 
 
 In October 1850, the West Philadelphia Railroad opened which bypassed the in-
clined plane.  On January 1, 1851, the State abandoned the Philadelphia & Columbia line 
between Belmont and Athensville (now known as Ardmore).  The portion between Belmont 
and the station at Broad and Vine Streets in downtown Philadelphia was sold to the Phila-
delphia & Reading Railroad. 
 

On November 25, 1852, the Philadelphia & Reading Railroad sold the two acres of 
land near the head of the Belmont Inclined Plane that had previously been purchased by the 
Commonwealth of Pennsylvania from George and Barbara Hansell.  The buyers were Al-
gernon Roberts and Percival Roberts, iron masters, and the price paid was $18,000.  (Deed 
TH 64/46) 

 
The deed states “two acre lot of land near the head of the Schuylkill inclined plane, 

buildings, two stationary steam engines, machinery, fixtures, gearing and apparatus, except 
for the car house and stable at the foot of the incline.” 
 

Algernon (1828-1868) and Percival (1830-1898) were cousins.  Earlier in the year 
they started A & P Iron Works, also known as Pencoyd Iron Works, which would become the 
foremost bridge building company on the east coast.  Algernon’s father was Isaac W. Rob-
erts, owner of Pencoyd Farm, the Roberts family estate located in Lower Merion.  The cous-
ins set up their factory on the farm property, along the edge of the Schuylkill River.  Pre-
sumably, these two young entrepreneurs dismantled the works at the head of the plane and 
hauled the parts and pieces down the road to their new shop.  One source cites they also 
acquired the railroad tracks between the plane and Ardmore. 
 
The End of the Inclined Plane Tavern 
 

Mary Hansell and her second husband Henry DeHuff ran the tavern during the 
1840s.  With the abandonment of the inclined plane in 1850, the tavern’s time had come to 
an end.  The Hansell family made a concerted effort to sell the property.  They also adver-
tise the property for rent:  “a small farm with large buildings.”   
 

 
2-21-1850 Public Ledger 
 
 
 
 
Jacob Hansell is the son of the 
deceased George, Jr.   
 
Jacob and his brother Jesse 
were blacksmiths, specifically 
coachsmiths.  Their shop was 
located on Broad Street in 
downtown Philadelphia, near 
the Philadelphia & Columbia 
Railroad station. 
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John W. Millick, Victualler 
 
 The tavern property sold out of the Hansell family on January 29, 1854.  The buyer 
was John W. Millick, victualler, of Philadelphia.  The sale price was $7,500 and included the 
tavern house and stabling plus 12¼ acres and the second one acre parcel.  (Deed RDW 
5/293) 
 
 On April 21, 1859, for $850, Algernon Roberts and Percival Roberts sold the triangu-
lar-shaped two acre parcel with two brick dwellings (left over from the railroad depot) to John 
W. Millick.  Now the property was back to its original shape.  (Deed ADB 63/50) 
 
 John W. Millick (1814-1903) started working in the family butcher business at age 14.  
In the 1860 census, John, wife Margaret, children Margaret, Kate, John and Harry, and 
mother-in-law Martha Smith are presumably living in the former tavern property.  Plenty of 
room for everyone! 

1860 Map of the Philadelphia Region by John E. Gillette, Map #376 
The railroad track just north of Hestonville provided the bypass for the inclined plane. 
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Fairmount Park West 
 
 A majority of Mr. Millick’s property fell within the boundary of Fairmount Park West.  
The City of Philadelphia purchased the entire property in 1869 for $25,000.   
 

Date of Deed:  May 3, 1869 
 
John W. Millick, victualler, and Margaret his wife to the City of Philadelphia 
 
Parcel 1, 15.49 A, tavern house and stable, $23,133.21 (Deed JTO 207/209) 
Parcel 2, 1.25 A lot, $1,866.79 (Deed JTO 207/261) 

 
 
Map of farms and lots embraced within the limits of Fairmount Park as appropriated for public use by 

act of Assembly approved the 14th day of April A.D. 1868 by Edward D. Roberts, 1870. 
 

 
 

Approximate original lot lines 
 

Triangular parcel purchased by the Commonwealth of PA for the Belmont Inclined 
Plane rail yard 
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 The 1855 map of the Consolidated City of Philadelphia still shows Hansell on Peter’s 
Road. 
 

 
 
 
 The view from the Belmont Plateau is still pretty spectacular, but the Inclined Plane 
Tavern has disappeared into the landscape. 
 

 
Photograph by Robert Katzen at Google Earth - 2013 
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END NOTES 
 
Nancy Ettensperger 
P.O. Box 86 
Underhill, Vermont  05489 
 
 
Maps and Images 
 
1849 Map by Rea and Miller, Blockley Township - West Philadelphia Community History Center 
http://westphillyhistory.archives.upenn.edu/maps 
 
Pennsylvania Main Line Canal from Philadelphia to Pittsburgh - Wikipedia 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pennsylvania_Canal#/media/File:Pennsylvania_canals.png 
 
1835 Map by H.R. Campbell, Plan of the West Philadelphia Railroad - Greater Philadelphia GeoHis-
tory 
https://www.philageohistory.org/rdic-images/view-image.cfm/HSF.D2E8 
 
1851 Map by E.F. Gay, Philadelphia and Columbia Railway with Proposed Improvements - PA State 
Archives, RG-17, Pennsylvania Canal Maps, Map Book 20, Page b-8, 4th Section 
 
1860 Map - Map #376 - Map of the Philadelphia Region by John E. Gillette - PA State Archives, 
MG11, County Maps, Philadelphia County 
http://www.phmc.state.pa.us/bah/dam/mg/di/m011/Map0376Interface.html#Map0376 
 
1870 Map by Edward D. Roberts, Map of farms and lots embraced within the limits of Fairmount Park 
as appropriated for public use by act of Assembly approved the 14th day of April A.D. 1868 - Greater 
Philadelphia GeoHistory 
https://www.philageohistory.org/rdic-images/view-image.cfm/PWD1870%2D1 

 
 
1850 “View from Peter’s 
Farm,” #30 Philadelphia, 
viewed at 
http://www.brynmawr.edu/ico
nog/APS%20views/aps.html 
 
Left:  this colored version of 
the engraving reveals a train 
exiting the Columbia Bridge 
over the Schuylkill, headed 
for the inclined plane. 
 

 
1838 View from the Inclined Plane.  In 1838 John Caspar Wild and J. B. Chevalier published Views of 
Philadelphia, and its Vicinity, a volume of lithographs by Wild of buildings and landscapes in the city 
and on its periphery.  Each view was accompanied by a paragraph or more of descriptions. 
http://www.brynmawr.edu/iconog/wildchild/Awinclin.jpg 
 
1832 stagecoach pulled by horses - unknown 
 
1842 William Norris advertisement - 1842 Philadelphia City Directory at archive.org 
http://www.archive.org/stream/mcelroysphiladel1842amce#page/22/mode/2up 
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1836 George Washington illustration found in When Railroads Were New by Charles F. Carter, 1909, 
page 128, viewed at 
https://archive.org/stream/whenrailroadswer00cart#page/128/mode/2up 
 
1855 New Map of the Consolidated City of Philadelphia by R.L. Barns - Greater Philadelphia GeoHis-
tory 
https://www.philageohistory.org/rdic-images/view-image.cfm/barnes 
 
2013 City Skyline View from Belmont Mansion by Robert Katzen - Google Earth 
 
 
Philadelphia & Columbia Railroad and the Belmont Inclined Plane 
 
A General Chronology of the Pennsylvania Railroad Company, Predecessors and Successors and Its 
Historical Context by Christopher T. Baer - all important events regarding the Philadelphia & Colum-
bia Railroad and the Belmont Inclined Plane presented in chronological order. 
http://www.prrths.com/newprr_files/Hagley/PRR_hagley_intro.htm 
 
Explore PA History - Pennsylvania Canal 
http://explorepahistory.com/hmarker.php?markerId=1-A-1D5 
 
David J. Kennedy Watercolors Collection,  #2497 is a manuscript description of the Columbia RR & 
Inclined Plane, viewed in the Digital Library of at the Historical Society of Pennsylvania. 
http://digitallibrary.hsp.org/index.php/Detail/Object/Show/idno/2497# 
 
Message from the governor : accompanied with the report of the Canal Commissioners by Pennsyl-
vania Board of Canal Commissioners, 1828, John Wilson Final Report to Canal Commissioners, No. 
2, from Gap to Philadelphia, pages 148-176 
https://archive.org/details/messagefromgover00penn 
 
Early Engineering Reminiscences (1815-40) of George Escol Sellers, edited by Eugene S. Ferguson, 
Bulletin 238, Smithsonian Institution, 1965, Chapter 20, “Philadelphia & Columbia Railroad”, page 
147.  The book can be downloaded here:  https://repository.si.edu/handle/10088/10090 
 
Searchable collection of the “American Railroad Journal” available at the UMSL Digital Library:  Home 
» Collections » John W. Barriger National Railroad Library » Barriger Library Serials » American Rail-
road Journal 

American Railroad Journal and Advocate of Internal Improvements, D.K Minor and George C. 
Schaeffer Editors, Vol V, No. 30, p. 465, July 30, 1836 - “Excursion to Philadelphia & Re-
markable Performance of the Locomotive George Washington” 
http://dl.mospace.umsystem.edu/umsl/islandora/object/umsl%3A117808#page/1/mode/1up 

 
When Railroads Were New by Charles F. Carter, 1909, Chapter 4, “Pennsylvania and the Pennsyl-
vania Railroad,” page 111 
https://archive.org/details/whenrailroadswer00cartrich 
 
Reminiscences of a Railroad Engineer by William Hasell Wilson, 1896 
https://catalog.hathitrust.org/Record/012304400 
 June 1827 - The survey party heads out, page 6 
 August 1832 - Green Hawk maiden voyage, page 18 
 October 1834 - Grand Opening Trip, page 21 
 
Notes on the Internal Improvements of Pennsylvania by William Hasell Wilson and Solomon White 
Roberts, 1879 
https://archive.org/details/notesoninternal00robegoog 
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A History of the People of the United States From the Revolution to the Civil War by John Bach 
McMaster, 1917 - Volume 6, page 341-343 - about the Philadelphia & Columbia Railroad and Bel-
mont Inclined Plane 
https://catalog.hathitrust.org/Record/000601282 
 
Philadelphia History, Vol 2 by City History Society of Philadelphia, “The Philadelphia and Columbia 
Railroad of 1834” by John C. Troutwine, Jr., page 137 
https://catalog.hathitrust.org/Record/011262534 
 
 
People 
 
Peter David Hansell descendants - see the Hansell Family Book by Ed Bradford 
http://freepages.genealogy.rootsweb.ancestry.com/~edbradford/ed/books/hansell.pdf  
 
Bowles & Skute patents:  Pennsylvania State Archives, RG-17, Patent Index A & AA Series 1684-
1781 (Series 17.147) 
http://www.phmc.state.pa.us/bah/dam/rg/di/r17PatentIndexes/r17-147PatIndA-AAInterface.htm 
 
Judge William Peters and Belmont Mansion - the Belmont Mansion property was a part of the Bow-
els/Skute land.  Belmont Fairmount Park by Fiske Kimball, Bulletin of the Pennsylvania Museum, Vol. 
22, No. 111 (Mar., 1927), pp. 333-345 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/3794510  (read with a free account) 
 
An Historic View of The A. and P. Roberts Pencoyd Iron Works by Mick Ricereto, 1/18/2017 - a very 
nice exploration of the Roberts family and the Pencoyd Iron Works founded by Algernon Roberts and 
Percival Roberts 
https://mickricereto.wordpress.com/ 
 
West Philadelphia Illustrated: Early History of West Philadelphia and its Environs, its People, and its 
Historical Points, written and compiled by M. Laffitte Vieira, 1903.  Page 59 - the story of Jacob John-
son and the Belmont Church foundation. 
https://catalog.hathitrust.org/Record/011262548 
 
Millick Family History by David J Sautter, 1998 
http://godfreydata.org/books/Genealogies/Mullich,%20John%20and%20Millick-
Margaret%20Trout%20Family/001.txt 
 
Fairmount Park Commission Index to Briefs of Title of Fairmount Park Properties, Record 
Group.149.6 - John Millick to City of Philadelphia 
http://dla.library.upenn.edu/dla/pacscl/ead.html?id=PACSCL_PCA_PCARecordGroup1496 
 
 
Other Resources 
 
West Philadelphia Community History Center - everything here was useful for this research 
http://westphillyhistory.archives.upenn.edu/ 
 
Newspapers at GenealogyBank.com, Newspapers.com, FultonHistory.com 
 
Philadelphia County Deed Indexes and Deeds 

Plats (http://www.phillyhistory.org/PhotoArchive/) 
Deed and Plat Indexes (http://philadox.phila.gov/phillyhistoricalindex/)  
Deeds (http://phila-records.com/historic-records/web/)   

 
Family History Library, Pennsylvania Orphans’ Court Dockets, Volume 36 - Estate of George Hansell, 
Jr. (Thank you Mary Ann!) 




