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Rare Documents Discovered in Forgotten Streetcar Barn Vault
Washington, PA -- Over 70 years ago regular use of Rankin Car House near Braddock came to an end and it was used to store old streetcars until 1967.  Thousands of documents from the early 1920s through the 1930s were piled in a large safe located on the second floor of the car house and forgotten.   Epic Metals Corporation, the current owner of the old car house was doing renovation work to the second floor and during demolition of an area, stumbled across the large vault after removing a false wall that hid its presence.  David Landis, Vice President of Epic, had visited the Pennsylvania Trolley Museum, near Washington, PA some years before and had Stephen Potts of his firm give them a call.  Museum staff and volunteers arrived at the site on November 8th to discover a virtual treasure trove of material that provided a snapshot of typical operations of a Pittsburgh Railways car house during the 1920s and 1930s.

Edward H. Lybarger, Archivist at the Pennsylvania Trolley Museum, knew immediately that this was a very significant find since many of the documents the Museum has preserved date from WWII and later.  Found were thousands of “run sheets” detailing each trip made, employee accident and illness claims, and even orders for special “charter” moves to Kennywood Park.  The most interesting find was buried deep in the back corner of the vault – a silver dipped chalice from the Pittsburg (no “h”) Traction League dating from 1912.  This was awarded to an employee team from Rankin for some sport achievement in the Railway Company’s league.

What makes this find important is that it sheds light on how a trolley company conducted its day to day business some 70-80 years ago.  This is the kind of documentation that helps the Museum carry out its mission, which is to preserve and interpret “Pennsylvania’s Trolley Era.”  2004 has been a good year for acquisitions to its archives.  A number of photos, documents and artifacts from the Red Arrow Lines, a suburban trolley company that ran in Philadelphia western suburbs, were donated over the summer by Merritt H. Taylor, Jr., the last surviving president of that company.  Recently, a rare Pittsburgh Railways streetcar maintenance manual was donated by a retired transit worker living in Bethel Park.  Scott Becker, the Museum’s Executive Director, said he is “constantly amazed as to what is still out there.  We really appreciate people like Merritt Taylor and the folks at Epic Metals for recognizing the historical importance of this material.  In the case of Epic Metals, they could have easily just disposed of it in the dumpster right outside that was collecting construction debris from their project.  Instead, they shared our excitement that this is an important window on the past.  By sending it to the Museum, it will be preserved and interpreted for future generations.”  The Museum hopes that news of these finds will encourage others to come forward with their artifacts, documents or photos pertaining to the trolley era.  

The Museum’s current exhibit: “On the Car Line: Pittsburgh and Points South” shows how this material is used for the public’s benefit.  The Museum has special hours for the Holidays, being open Sunday December 19th and from Monday December 27th through Thursday December 30th from 11-5. The Museum will be providing scenic 4 mile round trips on its vintage streetcars as well as its popular “you-run-it” Toy Train Layout will be operating as well as well.  Admission is $6 for adults, $5 for seniors over 65 and $3.50 for children ages 2-15 (under 2 are free).  Call 724-228-9256 for further information.
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