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The Phoenixville Post Office 
By Linda Torgeson 

     The first evidence of a postal system in the new 

colonies came in 1639 when the General Court of the 

Colony of Massachusetts gave notice that: 

     Richard Fairbanks, his house in Boston, is the 

place appointed for all letters, which are brought 

from beyond the seas or are sent thither, to be left 

with him, and he is to take care that they are to be 

delivered or sent according to direction: and he is 

allowed for every letter a penny.  

     Over the next 50 years other colonies followed 

suit, with an inter-colonial postal system being estab-

lished in 1691. In 1707 the British purchased the 

“good will” of that system and put it under the con-

trol of the General Post Office of London. In 1775 

the Continental Congress moved to set up its own 

system, electing Benjamin Franklin to head it for an 

annual salary of $1,000.  Article 1, Section 8 of the 

Constitution empowers the United States “to estab-

lish post offices and post roads.” The post office 

played an important role in the social, economic, and 

political evolution of the United States. 

 

     In the 1820s Phoenixville was a thriving mill 

town. As the milling industry grew, so did the labor 

force and the need for construction of new buildings. 

With the increased population came the need for 

more shops and businesses. The Lorenzo Bullard 

Store first appears on record on December 12, 1828, 

but was probably built around 1825. Bullard, son of 

one of the early settlers of the town, used the build-

ing to house a general store and operated it in direct 

competition with the mill’s company store. An entry 

Phoenixville P.O., ca. 1905, on General Lyon Road.  The house on far left was built by Joseph B. Latham in 

1828 and is still in the family.  



in a local sawmill account record book shows that 

Bullard made a purchase of timber in 1830, so it is 

thought that this is when the building was increased 

in size by about one-third.  Within a few years Phoe-

nixville suffered the same fate that many other small 

towns faced – competition from larger mills located 

on rail routes. After the mill closing in the early 

1840’s Bullard operated without competition until 

1848, when Simeon Wheaton opened a larger general 

store. When the federal government awarded Phoe-

nixville a post office in 1852, 

Bullard and Wheaton com-

peted for the right to locate the 

post office in their store, guar-

anteeing them a steady flow of 

customers. Bullard’s brother-in

-law, Joseph B. Latham, be-

came the first postmaster, and 

the post office was set up in the 

Bullard Store. But by 1853, the 

job went to Simeon Wheaton, 

who moved the post office to 

his store. Almost 30 years 

would pass before Lorenzo’s 

son, Henry Palmer Bullard, 

was appointed postmaster and 

returned the office to the fam-

ily store. When he resigned 

two years later, Joseph’s son, 

Monroe Latham, a millwright 

and local politician, became 

postmaster. Latham served as 

postmaster until he was elected 

state senator in 1896. His wife 

Sarah succeeded him as post-

mistress. By 1900 the building was functioning solely 

as a post office and community-gathering spot, with 

the town fire equipment housed in an open cellar on 

the south end of the building.  Sarah remained post-

master until the federal government closed the post 

office on April 10, 1910 and replaced it with rural 

free delivery service.   

     The Latham family closed the building and it went 

unused until September 1928, when William W. Tay-

lor, a New England-based antique dealer, heard it was 

Joseph Burden Latham  

1802-1872  

Phoenixville in about 1868, before routes 44 and 198 were built.  The Phoe-

nixville Post Office is the store north of the Joseph B Latham house.   

Sarah Johns Latham  
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Monroe F. Latham 
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for sale. Taylor was in the area scouting buildings for 

Henry Ford’s Greenfield Village in Dearborn, Michi-

gan. On his way to Mansfield to negotiate the pur-

chase of the Hank’s Silk Mill, he decided to make a 

stop in Phoenixville to look at the post office. What 

he found amazed him:  except for the 1830 addition, 

the building had been practically unaltered since its 

construction more than a hundred years earlier.  He 

found original shelving, postal boxes, and a wastepa-

per basket that hadn’t been emptied since the day the 

post office closed in 1910. The original “swirl and 

dab” paint method was still visible on the walls. He 

also found a large number of gov-

ernment publications, notices, and 

other ephemera. In talking to locals 

he came to believe that it had oper-

ated as an apothecary shop as well, 

but found little evidence in busi-

ness directories of the time to sup-

port his belief. 

     When Taylor informed Ford’s 

office of his find, it authorized the 

purchase of the building for the 

sum of $100. Taylor was told to 

use workers from a nearby Ford 

dealership to dismantle the build-

ing and ship it in sections to Dear-

born by railroad. The building ar-

rived on October 13, and was as-

sembled in Greenfield Village. 

Taylor recreated the post office in 

the western end of the building as 

he had found it in Phoenixville. 

Wanting to suggest how the 

space might have looked ear-

lier in the 19th century, he built 

an apothecary store in another 

part of the room. The only in-

dication that apothecary goods 

were sold there came from the 

1870 federal census entries for 

both the older and younger 

Bullard: “Drugs, Medicines, 

and Grocer dealers” and 

“Drugs and Grocers dealers” 

respectively. Then in late 1985 

further proof was found.  

While converting a garage 

across from his childhood 

Eastford home into his busi-

ness office, Tom Latham dis-

covered an old drawer. Affixed to the drawer was the 

label:  H. Palmer Bullard, Druggist and Apothecary, 

Phoenixville, Conn. Is it possible, that faced with in-

creasing competition from the Wheaton store, Bullard 

may have stocked a limited number of drugs and 

medicine and therefore considered themselves 

apothecaries by the 1870’s?  

     From the early 1820s to 1910 the Phoenixville 

Post Office building served as general store, post of-

fice, and community gathering place for the exchange 

of news, information, and equally important, gossip.  

Locals often referred to it as the “Town Hall.”  

Nearby Ford dealership supplied manpower to dismantle the Phoenix-

ville Post Office building for shipment to Dearborn. 

Apothecary Drawer Label 



     Today the Phoenixville Post Office 

is part of the 80-acre Henry Ford Mu-

seum & Greenfield Village in Dear-

born, Michigan. It has resided in the 

Main Street District of Greenfield vil-

lage since its move there in 1928. In 

2011 it underwent much needed reno-

vations. When the post office was first 

installed, it was reconstructed on a 

foundation smaller than the building. 

Over time, this size difference caused 

the entire building to shift, bow out, 

and lean forward. This movement also 

caused the front door to lean and be-

come crooked. To fix these issues the 

whole building was first lifted about 

and inch to enlarge the foundation, the 

door was then straightened, and the 

front porch was extended to prevent 

the wood from rotting. In addition, the 

siding and roof were replaced and the exterior re-

painted in its original color.  

     Although the Phoenixville Post Office building 

dates back to the 1820’s, those who visit it in 

Greenfield Village see it as it might have looked in 

1905. That year was chosen based on the dates of the 

contents of the seven boxes of ephemera that were 

found in the building. Before the days of mass me-

dia, residents of small towns throughout the United 

States relied on their local post office as sources of 

information. They were “bulletin boards” where 

town people could find notices of political interest, 

upcoming town meetings, public celebrations, and 

social events. Today visitors to the post office view 

reproductions of the announcements and advertise-

ments that Phoenixville patrons read over one hun-

dred years ago.   

 

Primary Source:  Henry Ford Museum and Collec-

tion 

The reconstructed interior of the Post Office in Greenfield Village as 

it may have looked in 1905. 

The Phoenixville Post Office in the Main Street district of Greenfield Village. 


