






A Short History of the Ephrata and Adamstown Railway Company 
The trolley line that completed the connection from Lancaster to Reading 

by Ken McCrea 
 

 
View of trolley at the Reamstown square from a postcard mailed in 1908. 

 
Around the turn of the 20th century, electric trolleys were the state-of-the 

art mass transit systems.  They began to appear in urban areas around the 1880’s.  
An article in the Ephrata Review of 27 SEP 1895 stated that in 1887 there were 
only 13 electric trolley lines in the country, but by 1895 the number had 
increased to 850 with over 9,000 miles of track. 

Prior to the trolleys, transportation was by carriage, walking or on 
horseback.  Public transportation was primarily by stage coaches.  Reamstown 
was located on what was the main road from Reading to Lancaster in colonial 
times up through the early 1860’s.  At that time, the Reading and Columbia 
Railroad was build through the area.  Having a railroad built through a town was 
extremely important to the future economic development of the community.  
Efforts to bring the railroad through Reamstown failed because some of the land 
owners wouldn’t grant right-of-way agreements to the railroad.  That is why the 
railroad was constructed through Union Station (now called Denver) rather than 
Reamstown. 

The Ephrata and Adamstown Railway Company was chartered on 17 SEP 
1901.  The president of the company was William B. Given of Columbia.  The 
other directors of the company were Samuel R. Shipley of Philadelphia, P. B. 
Shaw of Williamsport, PA, Frank S. Given of Columbia, PA, O. M. Hoffman of 
Columbia, PA, and B. F. Brenneman of Lancaster (Lancaster Co. Charter Book 
6, page 205).  William B. Given was also the president of the Conestoga Traction 

Company, which operated the trolley line and owned the cars.  The same 
company operated several other trolley lines in the county. 

The proposed route of the trolley line was spelled out in their charter:  
“Beginning at a point in the centre of East Main Street opposite to Washington 
Street in the Borough of Ephrata Lancaster County State of Pennsylvania thence 
in a westerly direction across said Main Street and on said Washington Street to 
Marshall Street thence northwardly on Marshall Street to State Street and thence 
northwardly on State Street to the line of Ephrata Borough thence along and upon 
the public highway or road commonly known as the Reading and Adamstown 
road through the townships of Ephrata and East Cocalico to the western limits of 
Adamstown Borough thence on and through Main Street in said Borough of 
Adamstown to the Eastern limits of said Borough and returning by the same route 
making a complete circuit.” 

The actual route differed slightly from that spelled out in their charter.  
Starting from the southern end at the intersection of Washington Avenue and 
Main Street in Ephrata (using the current street names), the line did not go on 
Marshall Street to State Street.  Instead it went straight north from the end of 
Washington Avenue, past Mohler Church, across farms to South Reamstown 
Road near where it intersects Valley View Drive.  From there it ran along 
Reamstown Road  through Reamstown to about where it intersects Stonecrest 
Court.  From here the trolley crossed over to where Route 272 is now located (it 
wasn’t built until the 1940’s).  It followed close to the path of Route 272 until it 
went onto Main Street in Adamstown where it connected with the trolley line 
from Reading.  When completed, it was then possible to go from Lancaster to 
Reading by trolley. 

To build the trolley line required obtaining right-of-way agreements with 
all of the land owners along the route.  Unlike when the railroad was built in the 
1860’s, this effort succeeded.  Fifty one agreements were recorded in the 
Lancaster County deeds.  In addition, two properties along the route were 
purchased.  The following people granted rights-of-way to the Ephrata and 
Adamstown Railway Company for the construction of the trolley line (listed in 
approximate geographic order starting at the Adamstown end of the line): Esaias 
Billingfelt & wife Maggie Billingfelt; Henry Heft & wife Kitty Heft; R. V. Regar 
& wife Sarah Regar; D. S. Graeff; Curtis W. Swartz & wife Ida O. Swartz; Peter 
Miller; Henry Lausch & Martin Althouse, trustees of the Muddy Creek Lutheran 
and Reformed Church; Samuel B. Swartz & wife Catharine Swartz; Christian 
Harting & wife Rebecca Harting; Louisa Lied & Mary Coover; Samuel B. 
Harting & wife Emaline Harting; Philip De Hart & wife Matilda De Hart; 
Hannah Catharine Fry; J. K. Petticoffer & wife Sarah L. Petticoffer; John Shimp 
& wife Maria Shimp; Sarah Shimp & husband (not named); Jarret Sweigert; 



Catharine Dietrich; Frederick Smith & wife Lizzie Smith; Samuel E. Lorah & 
wife Maria Lorah; Henry Krimes & wife Lucetta Krimes; B. L. Frankhouser & 
wife Sarah Frankhouser; Daniel Frymoyer & wife Mary Frymoyer; Isaac De 
Pugh & wife Mary De Pugh; Charles R. Baker & wife Annie Baker; Lizzie L. 
Keller; John Horning & wife Sabina Horning; Charles W. Fritz & wife Katie 
Fritz; James Lorah & wife Mary Lorah; Augustus Lesher & wife Lillie Lesher; 
Pierce Lesher & wife Kate T. Lesher; John R. Reddig; Benjamin Weidner; M. S. 
Buch & wife Mary J. Buch; Levi Landis & wife Elizabeth; David S. Johns; 
Francis M. Coover & wife Emma Coover; Levi Mohler & wife Magdalena 
Mohler; Christian Kilhafer & wife Lydia Kilhafer; Reuben Hertzog & wife Eliza 
Hertzog; David N. Wenger & wife Mary Ann Wenger; Jacob K. Keller & wife 
Katie B. Keller; Martin L. Weidman; Samuel L. Weaver & wife Minnie L. 
Weaver; Jacob Cooper & wife Emeline Cooper; Elizabeth Mohler & Miranda 
Mohler; Nat. Steffy & wife Susanna Steffy.  Agreements were also obtained from 
Ephrata Borough and the East Cocalico Township supervisors. 

 
The following newspaper articles provide a partial chronology of the 

construction of the trolley line.  They are transcribed here as printed since they 
help provide the views of the people of that time on the impact of the trolleys on 
their lives. 

[ER – Ephrata Review, PI – Philadelphia Inquirer] 
PI 25 MAY 1902 – President William Given, of the Conestoga Traction 

Company, announced that the contracts have been awarded for a trolley line from 
Ephrata to Adamstown, where connection will be made with a Reading line. 

ER 11 JUL 1902 – PROPOSED TROLLEY LINE – Work on the 
Ephrata-Adamstown Line to be Begun on Monday next – Two carloads of 
rails for the new trolley line to be built from this borough to Adamstown, arrived 
at the freight station here on Wednesday and on Thursday morning the work of 
removing the rails to points along the proposed line was begun, this part of the 
work being under the supervision of ex-Sheriff John H. Myers, and his force of 
workmen.  Work on the trolley line will be begun on Monday next, it is stated, 
commencing at the junction of Washington avenue with East Main street.  The 
building of the road will be under the direct supervision of General Manager 
Frank S. Given.  President W. B. Given says this road will be completed and 
ready for business by Christmas of the present year. [The article continues on 
other topics] 

ER 11 JUL 1902 – Reamstown Notes – Trolley, trolley, is the subject at 
present, and we hope that in the near future we will realize the long needed and 
coveted convenience that other towns have long enjoyed. 

ER 18 JUL 1902 – New Electric Railway Company – (a long article, of 
which only part is transcribed here) After the adjournment of the meeting of the 
stockholders the Board of Directors held a meeting for organization at which 
William B. Given was elected President and Oscar M. Hoffman secretary.  A 
building committee consisting of William B. Given, Pierce M. Lesher and Walter 

M. Franklin were appointed.  The announcement was made that the company is 
ready to pay all rights of way not already settled for, and Messrs. Lesher and 
Franklin, and Squire Shimp [Andrew Shimp], have been appointed to attend to 
this matter.  Nine hundred tons of rails have already been shipped from the 
Pennsylvania Steel Company, and work on the new line will be rushed.  Work 
on the New Line Begun – On Monday morning work on the new line was 
commenced in earnest.  Foreman Clayton Resh, of Columbia, has since that time 
had a large force of men at work leveling off the ground along the line between 
Chestnut Street and Pine Street, a distance of about three squares.  Work has also 
begun beyond the borough limits in the direction of Mohler’s meeting house.  It 
is expected that about two months will be required to finish the grading as far as 
Reamstown.  The work so far as it has been done has been over private property.  
When the curved irons arrive which are to be placed at the junction of 
Washington and East Main street, where the connection with the Conestoga 
Traction Company’s line will be made, the grading along Washington avenue 
will be begun.  The new line will pass over Washington Avenue to Chestnut 
street, a distance of three squares. 

ER 29 AUG 1902 – Work on the Trolley Line – More than two hundred 
men are employed on the construction force of the Ephrata and Adamstown 
Electric Railway, and work is in varying stages of progress along the line, from 
this borough to and including the Francis Coover farm, two miles northeast of 
town.  Work is being done on a thirty-six foot bridge which is being erected on 
the Coover farm.  The masonry for the bridge on the M. L. Weidman farm, 
northeast of the borough limits is completed.  A ridge of limestone rock near 
Mohler’s meeting house, one mile from town, through which a fifteen foot cut is 
being made, has retarded the work of construction considerably.  Large quantities 
of dynamite are being used in blasting rock.  Many tons of rock have already 
been removed, which will be used for ballast along the trolley line.  Work on the 
line is being pushed as rapidly as possible. 

PI 3 SEP 1902 – By a premature blast of dynamite on the new Ephrata 
and Adamstown trolley road today, Amos [called Oliver in the much longer ER 
article] Steigerwald, foreman of  construction, was dangerously injured.  He ran 
to avoid a large rock, but it fell on him, pinning him to the earth. 

ER 5 SEP 1902 – Work on the Trolley Line – The work of laying the 
curved rails at the Washington avenue connection of the Ephrata-Adamstown 
trolley with the East Main street section of the Lancaster-Ephrata trolley line, is 
about completed, and the work of laying the rails along Washington avenue is 
rapidly going forward.  The line will pass along Washington avenue, a distance 
of three squares and thence over private property to Adamstown.  The curve at 
the Washington avenue connection is a very sharp one and the street at that point 
is very narrow.  The work of digging up the street for laying the curve was begun 
on Monday afternoon. 

ER 31 OCT 1902 - Reamstown Trolley Notes - Workmen on the trolley 
line between Ephrata and Adamstown are at present engaged in building the 



longest bridge, highest and longest dump, and the deepest and longest cut on the 
whole line; all this on the farm of Mrs. Henry Shimp about one-half mile 
northeast of Reamstown.  A gang foreman predicts that cars will run to 
Adamstown by Christmas, and to Reamstown by Thanksgiving.  [The article 
continues: Benjamin S. Rupp,  of this place, has grown in his garden, this season, 
a beet which weighed 8 1/2 pounds.  This was a monster beet, nicely shaped, and 
by all appearances was a good one.] 

ER 7 NOV 1902 – Reamstown Events – The rails of the Ephrata and 
Adamstown trolley road are now laid to near the southern end of town, and it is 
expected work will be begun in town this week. 

ER 21 NOV 1902 – The fine weather of the past few weeks has been of 
great importance to the construction force on the Ephrata-Adamstown trolley and 
a great amount of work has been done.  The work of building a bridge near 
Adamstown has begun.  The large bridge on the Shimp farm beyond Reamstown, 
is about completed.  It is one of the most extensive and expensive bridges on the 
line.  The cut just beyond the bridge will be finished this week.  The laying of the 
rails has progressed as the eastern end of Reamstown, and the poles for the wires 
are also planted all the way between this borough and Reamstown; the wires are 
strung on the poles for the entire distance between the two towns, a distance of 
four miles. 

ER 27 FEB 1903 – By Trolley to Reamstown – Last Saturday witnessed 
the formal opening of the new trolley lie between this borough and Reamstown, 
the latter town being midway between this borough and Adamstown, and the 
road is nearly completed to the latter point, which is eight miles northeast of this 
borough.  Cars began running at 11 o’clock a. m., Saturday, and from what time 
to midnight, hourly trips were made between the two places, the car leaving 
Ephrata  on the hour, and Reamstown on the half hour.  During Saturday 
afternoon and evening more than six hundred round trip tickets were sold.  The 
travel on Sunday was equally as large.  The fare for the round trip is fixed at 
fifteen cents, one way ten cents.  The Reamstown people hailed the advent of the 
trolley car with every manifestation of delight.  Cars will not be run regularly, at 
least for a time. 

ER 27 FEB 1903 – Reamstown Notes -  Quite a number of our people 
took advantage of the trolley service on last Saturday and Sunday, thereby 
showing that they appreciate this supplying of a long felt want. 

ER 20 MAR 1903 – Adamstown Items – Work was resumed on the 
railroad last week.  The folks are anxiously awaiting its completion. 

ER 27 MAR 1903 – Cars for Reamstown – The trolley line between 
Ephrata and Adamstown is completed to about a mile beyond Reamstown, the 
entire distance of the completed track surface being about five miles.  Beginning 
with Saturday morning last cars have been regularly run to that point.  In order to 
make the run an additional car has been placed on the Ephrata line.  Cars are thus 
run all the way from Lancaster to beyond Reamstown and back, three hours 
being required to make the round trip.  The addition of the extra car provides for 

the regular hourly schedule between this borough and Lancaster.  The first cars 
leave Lancaster at 4:30 a.m. and runs to this borough, leaving here at 5:30 
o’clock for Lancaster.  The second car leaves Lancaster at 5 a. m. and runs to 
Reamstown, and a car leaves Lancaster every hour thereafter until 11 p.m.  The 
first car leaves Reamstown at 6:30 a.m. and a car leaves that place every hour 
thereafter until 12:15 midnight.  On Sunday, the first car leaves Lancaster for 
Reamstown at 6 a.m. and the last at 11 p.m.  From Reamstown the first car starts 
at 7:30 a.m. and last at 12:15 midnight.  Last Saturday and Sunday, the first two 
days that cars were run regularly on the Reamstown line, travel on that section of 
the line was very heavy. 

ER 24 APR 1903 – Adamstown Trolley Line Completed – The grading 
and laying of rails on the new Ephrata and Adamstown trolley road has been 
completed, and after the ballasting is finished nothing further will remain to be 
done before opening this important new line to the public.  The work cars are 
already running to Adamstown, and on May 1, President William B. Given says, 
cars will be run regularly between Lancaster and Adamstown for the service of 
the public.  Work on the connecting link between Adamstown and Mohnsville, 
Berks county, joining the trolley systems of Lancaster and Berks counties is 
being pushed rapidly ahead by the United Railway Company of Reading, and it 
will be completed in time to have through trolley service between Lancaster and 
Reading by August 1. 

ER 15 MAY 1903 – Cars to Adamstown – Since last Saturday morning 
the cars of the traction company have been making regular trips between 
Lancaster and Adamstown.  The distance from Lancaster to Adamstown is 
twenty-three miles, and Adamstown is within eight miles of Reading.  The first 
car leaves Lancaster at 4 a.m., and cars leave every hour thereafter until 9 p.m., 
the last car leaving at 11 p.m.  The first car leaves Adamstown at 6 a.m., leaving 
every hour after that until 11 p.m.  On Sundays the first car will leave Lancaster 
at 6 a.m., and Adamstown at 8 a.m., and on Saturdays the car will leave 
Lancaster at 10 p.m. and Adamstown at 12 o’clock midnight. 

ER 30 SEP 1904 – Adamstown Items – The work on the trolley line is 
being pushed forward rapidly, and we naturally look towards an early 
completion.  The graders have practically reached the town.  The surveyor has 
laid out the plans for the work in town and expects to start his men to work in 
town next Wednesday. 

ER 25 NOV 1904 – Adamstown Notes – The force of workmen on the 
trolley line are pushing the work to completion.  A few wires remain to be placed 
in position.  Rumor has it that the Conestoga Traction Company will finish the 
strip – about one square in length – between the terminii (sic) of the two roads.  
What a grand trolley ride from Lancaster to Reading! 

ER 23 DEC 1904 – Adamstown Events – The newly completed trolley 
line from Adamstown to Mohnsville was opened for service to the public on 
Thursday of last week.  For a few days the cars were run only in the evening.  On 
Saturday and since that they have been running on the two-hour schedule, thus 



affording the accommodation so badly wanted by our people.  The Conestoga 
Traction Company has finished its line to the borough limits.  The only 
inconvenience remaining is the lack of getting connections immediately, for 
those who wish to travel through from Lancaster to Reading, or from Reading to 
Lancaster.  It can be done – it is  not an impossibility – but some “laying over” is 
necessary.  We earnestly hope that this will soon be remedied as great benefits 
would accrue to both companies if this thing were effected.  Our various friends 
from Reading seem to be greatly delighted with the innovation for the town.  This 
is one of the factors in the development of a town materially and socially; we 
hope for results ere long. 

 
The trolley line continued to provide passenger and freight service 

between Ephrata and Adamstown until a few years into the great depression.  By 
the time of the depression two main factors seem to have lead to the demise of 
the trolley systems.  The first was the economy and the second was new more 
flexible technology – buses.  They could run on roads anywhere without the need 
for fixed tracks like the trolley lines.  The following newspaper article sums it up: 

Ephrata Review 20 NOV 1931 – EPHRATA TO ADAMSTOWN 
TROLLEY SCHEDULED TO BE DISCONTINUED – Three Other Lines in 
the County Will Also Be Junked – Four county trolley lines now being operated 
are destined for the junk pile while buses will be placed on several other lines, 
according to tentative plans of the newly organized Conestoga Transportation 
company disclosed at a hearing before the Public Service commission in 
Harrisburg, Wednesday.  In appearing before the commission, attorneys for the 
new company formed from a merger of the Conestoga Traction Company and the 
eleven leased trolley lines in the county asked the approval of the commission of 
the merger and requested a charter of incorporation. – Decision is Expected 
Within Several Weeks – A  decision upon the merger is expected to be handed 
down at Harrisburg within the next few weeks.  Lines to be abandoned soon after 
the merger is officially approved are: - New Holland to Terre Hill; Ephrata to 
Adamstown; Lancaster to Strasburg and Columbia to Marietta.  They said, also, 
buses will be substituted on the Elizabethtown, Manheim, and Quarryville routes. 
– Loss in June, 1930 was $130,334 – The total loss from the leased lines on that 
date, he told the commission, was $130,344 after paying rentals.  This loss, he 
said, was partly offset by the income of the other lines of the traction company 
amounting to $79,481, leaving a deficit from operations of $50,862. 

The Ephrata to Adamstown trolley was shut down in April 1932, having 
been in operation for about 29 years.  The report of the closing of the line was 
published in the Ephrata Review on April 22, 1932:  BUS WILL REPLACE 
ADAMSTOWN TROLLEY – TROLLEY SERVICE WILL BE ENDED 
SUNDAY – Bus Service Will be Provided by Reading Transportation 
Company – Trolley service between this borough and Adamstown will be 
discontinued by the Conestoga Transportation Company on this Sunday [April 
24, 1932].  At the same time the service between Blue Ball and Terre Hill will 

also be discontinued.  According to an announcement the Reading Transportation 
Company, who received permission from the Public Service Commission to 
operate buses between this boro and Adamstown will inaugurate such service this 
Sunday.  A schedule has not been received.  The same company at the present 
time operates  similar service between Lancaster and Reading, via this borough.  
The bus service will be maintained from this borough to Reading via. Stevens 
and Denver, and it is expected that several will be rerouted to touch Adamstown. 

 
There were at least two fatal accidents on the trolley line between Ephrata 

and Adamstown.  One, which has been previously noted in other publications, 
took place on 11 OCT 1923.  Two trolleys collided head on at a bridge behind 
where the Green Dragon is now located.  Both of the motormen running the cars 
were killed.  A second lesser known fatal accident took place on 3 AUG 1907.  
The account of that crash from the Ephrata Review of 9 AUG 1907 is included at 
the end of this article. 

 
Of the eight miles of track that constituted the Ephrata to Adamstown 

Railway, only a few traces of the line can still be seen.  In 1931 the Conestoga 
Traction Company sold the poles, wires, insulators and other electrical 
components of the system to the Pennsylvania Power and Light Company 
(PP&L).  PP&L still uses that line, although all of the poles and wires have been 
replaced.  In most areas, those poles are all that is left to mark the route of the 
trolley. 

There are two places were bridge abutments remain from where a bridge 
had been located.  One is just off Mohler Church Road where the 1923 crash took 
place.  The other is to the east side of South Reamstown Road south of Cocalico 
Creek Road. 

There is only one mostly intact structure left from the trolley line.  It is a 
small bridge on the east side of South Reamstown Road where a small stream 
crosses under the road.  This bridge has had some of the soil wash out from 
around it.  It is very close to a bridge in use on the road.  The East Cocalico 
Township supervisors decided to have the trolley bridge removed in 2008.  That 
removal is still pending. 

 
It seems tragic to lose the last remnant of this significant piece of 

Reamstown history.  At a recent meeting of the Reamstown Historical 
Society and Museum, this bridge was discussed.  It was the feeling of those 
present that it should be preserved rather than destroyed.  If you also feel 
that it should be preserved, please contact Ken McCrea at 336-5520 or by 
email at ken@3cat.us 

 



 
View of the remaining trolley bridge on South Reamstown Road, 

looking north towards Reamstown. 
 

 
View of same bridge showing the eroded abutment. 

 
Photo of one of the cars after the fatal crash of 11 OCT 1923. 

(From the collections of the Historical Society of the Cocalico Valley) 

 

 
Trolley on North Reamstown Road, c1926-1932 

(From the collections of the Historical Society of the Cocalico Valley) 



 
1906 USGS New Holland, PA Topographic Quadrangle showing the route of the trolley from Ephrata to Adamstown 

Shown as the Conestoga Electric R. R.



From: Ephrata Review, 9 AUG 1907, page 1. 

 

 

 
 

Note:  This article is rather graphic, as was typical 
of newspaper reporting in that time period. 




