THE ELEVENTH HOUR
An editorial by J. Michael Morrison
-an urgent plea to save one of our last historic treasures

It is the eleventh hour.  Very soon, the oldest deeded home in Montgomery County will be destroyed by the greedy hand of yet another soulless developer.  Power was disconnected to the grand old home over a year ago, allowing the elements to take their toll, as the property awaits an even worse fate.  What amazes me is the lack of public outcry.  At last week’s township meeting, a new plan was introduced for development of the property  located at 345 King of Prussia Road which lies partially in a flood plain.  The plan called for the old home (c. 1714!) to be removed and two new houses be built in its place.  Although the township officials could not turn down the plan on its own merits, but the unofficial comments directed at Michelle Mastrocola and Earl Clairmont were as follows:

“shame on you!”

“It’s a shame that an historical house has to be torn down for greed”

“these are community-minded people?”

“how can they look themselves in the mirror?”

“this house has more historical significance than the inn, it’s the first house in      Upper Merion!”

”I cannot see tearing it down-we call them hit and run builders”

“It’s all because of money”

“all they are fighting for is greed and their little agendas”

“it’s a shame, because they had a buyer for the house a year ago”
Finally, we’re beginning to see some public outcry, and hopefully outrage, as one of our last glimpses into the past may soon disappear forever.

It all began around 1700, when the Rees family, a prominent Welsh family for whom Reesville (early King of Prussia)was named, was given a land grant from Letitia Penn, daughter of William Penn, and owner of much of the land now called Upper Merion Township.  Griffith Rees had two sons, William and Thomas.  Thomas was granted 150 acres of land in 1714, and his brother William received a similar grant in 1719.  On one of these properties it is known that the King of Prussia Inn was built around 1715-1719.  On the Thomas Rees property, a two story home was built.  Two story homes were unusual for the time, and usually showed the wealth and importance of its owner.  Although there is no clear evidence that the Thomas Rees House was built in 1714, the interior rooms which are still in their original state suggest that the home was built around 1725 at the latest.  

Later owners of the home include John Brooke, whose King of Prussia Marble Quarry helped usher in a new era of building materials, as stone replaced wood as the building material of choice.  Places like the Montgomery County Courthouse in Norristown, PA, Ft. Mifflin in NJ, and even the Senate Reception Hall in the US Capitol Building, are all constructed from King of Prussia Marble.  Nearly every fireplace surround in the northeast US included decorative elements made from King of Prussia Marble as well..  An addition to the Rees house completed in 1817, includes several (4) fireplaces adorned with King of Prussia Marble, as well as some of the most beautiful millwork around.  The millwork was probably produced locally, as evidence of similar millwork exists in several other structures of that era.

The home was rescued by my grandparents, Leslie and Lucressa Morrison, who purchased the home in the late 1920’s, and restored it to its former glory.  An estate settlement forced the sale of the property in 2004 and with it an uncertain future.  The buyer, Michelle Mastrocola told me directly that she planned to live in the old house, and only minutes after the auction closed, spoke of ripping the old house down.  I guess not everyone has a conscience!

Ok, so why save this house?  Because very little still exists of our town, and what better way to keep the past alive for future generations than by saving the oldest home in the county!

What can you do?  ANYTHING AND EVERYTHING!  Call the township supervisors, who pretty much want to save the house, but are saddened by the lack of public outcry.  Let them know that you are behind them.  Call or write the Times Herald, and let them know that you support efforts to save our past before it’s too late.  GET INVOLVED!  Attend your local township meetings, and let your government officials know that you support efforts to preserve our heritage.
Finally, did you know that Upper Merion has no preservation ordinance?  Amazing, isn’t it?  For a town so rich in history to not have a vehicle in place to protect our past is irresponsible at best!

J. Michael Morrison

