
history of reading pennsylvania
Reading, Pennsylvania, has a rich and storied history that reflects the broader narrative
of American development. Founded in the mid-18th century, Reading is a city that played a
significant role in the industrial growth of the United States. Its heritage is marked by the
convergence of diverse cultures, the rise of the American railroad, and a vibrant community
life. This article aims to explore the historical evolution of Reading, Pennsylvania, from its
inception to the modern era, outlining key events, figures, and influences that shaped the
city.

Founding and Early Development

Reading was established in 1748 by the Pennsylvania Assembly as a market town and was
initially named "Reading" after Reading, Berkshire, England. The town's strategic location
along the Schuylkill River made it an ideal site for trade and transportation. The following
points highlight the early years of Reading:

1748: The town was laid out by the Pennsylvania Assembly.

1752: The establishment of the first public buildings, including a courthouse and a
jail.

1762: Reading was officially incorporated as a borough.

As settlers arrived, Reading grew rapidly. The fertile lands surrounding the area attracted
farmers, while the river facilitated trade and transportation. The early economy was
primarily agricultural, but as the population increased, so did the demand for various goods
and services.

The Industrial Revolution and Economic Growth

The Industrial Revolution in the 19th century brought significant changes to Reading,
transforming it from a small market town into a bustling industrial city. The introduction of
the railroad was a pivotal moment in Reading's history.

The Railroad Era

In 1833, the Reading Railroad Company was established, which played a crucial role in
facilitating trade and transportation. This development led to the following:



The enhanced movement of goods and raw materials, which fueled local industries.1.

The influx of workers, contributing to population growth.2.

The expansion of infrastructure, including roads and bridges.3.

The Reading Railroad became one of the most significant railroads in the United States,
connecting Reading to major cities such as Philadelphia and New York. This development
not only bolstered the local economy but also attracted immigrants seeking job
opportunities, leading to increased cultural diversity.

Growth of Industries

As the railroad expanded, various industries began to flourish in Reading, including:

Textiles: Factories producing clothing and fabrics became prominent.

Iron and Coal: Reading became a center for iron production and coal mining.

Cigar Manufacturing: The city was also known for its cigar industry, which
employed many local workers.

By the late 19th century, Reading was recognized as an industrial hub. The city’s prosperity
was evident in its architecture, with many grand buildings and homes constructed during
this period, showcasing the wealth generated by local industries.

Challenges and Changes in the 20th Century

While the early 20th century was marked by prosperity, the Great Depression brought
significant challenges to Reading. Many industries faced closures, leading to unemployment
and economic hardship for many residents. The following factors shaped this period:

Economic Decline

The decline of traditional industries, particularly the textile and manufacturing sectors,
forced the city to adapt. Key issues included:

Job losses due to factory closures.

A decrease in population as residents sought opportunities elsewhere.



Urban decay in certain neighborhoods.

In response to these challenges, community leaders and residents began to focus on
revitalization efforts. The establishment of new businesses and the promotion of tourism
became priorities to reinvigorate the local economy.

World War II and Post-War Growth

The onset of World War II brought new opportunities for Reading. The war effort led to
increased production in local factories, contributing to economic recovery. Notable
developments included:

The conversion of factories to produce war materials.1.

The influx of military personnel and their families, boosting the local economy.2.

The establishment of new defense-related industries.3.

Post-war, Reading experienced a population boom, leading to suburbanization and the
construction of new housing developments. This period saw the emergence of new
commercial areas, further diversifying the local economy.

Cultural and Community Life

Reading's history is not solely defined by industrial growth and economic challenges; it is
also characterized by a rich cultural tapestry. The city is home to various ethnic
communities, each contributing to its unique identity.

Ethnic Diversity

The influx of immigrants throughout the 19th and 20th centuries resulted in a multicultural
environment. Major ethnic groups included:

Germans

Italians

Polish

Irish



These communities established cultural organizations, churches, and festivals that enriched
the social fabric of Reading. The annual Reading Fair and other cultural events celebrate
this diversity, fostering community spirit and pride.

Education and the Arts

Reading has a long-standing commitment to education and the arts. The establishment of
institutions such as:

Reading Area Community College (RACC) in 1971.1.

Various public and private schools that emphasize educational excellence.2.

Local art organizations and museums, including the Reading Public Museum.3.

These institutions not only serve to educate but also promote cultural awareness and
artistic expression within the community.

Modern Era and Future Prospects

As Reading moves into the 21st century, it continues to face challenges, including
economic inequality and urban development. However, there are also numerous
opportunities for growth and revitalization.

Economic Development Initiatives

In recent years, local government and community organizations have implemented various
initiatives aimed at revitalizing the city:

Investment in infrastructure improvements.

Support for small businesses and entrepreneurs.

Encouragement of tourism through cultural and historical attractions.

These efforts aim to create a sustainable economic model that benefits all residents,
ensuring that Reading remains a vibrant community.



Community Engagement

Community engagement plays a crucial role in Reading's future. Residents are actively
involved in local governance, neighborhood associations, and cultural initiatives. This sense
of community fosters resilience and innovation, which are essential for navigating the
challenges ahead.

Conclusion

The history of Reading, Pennsylvania, is a testament to the resilience and adaptability of its
people. From its humble beginnings as a market town to its rise as an industrial hub,
Reading has faced numerous challenges and embraced opportunities for growth. Today, the
city stands as a vibrant community, rich in cultural diversity and historical significance. As it
looks to the future, Reading continues to build on its legacy, fostering economic
development and community engagement for generations to come.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the original purpose of Reading,
Pennsylvania, when it was founded?
Reading, Pennsylvania was originally founded in 1748 as a small trading post and was
established as a center for the surrounding agricultural communities.

How did the arrival of the Pennsylvania Canal system in
the 19th century impact Reading?
The Pennsylvania Canal system, completed in the 1820s, significantly boosted Reading's
economy by providing transportation for coal and other goods, leading to rapid industrial
growth.

What role did Reading, Pennsylvania play during the
American Civil War?
During the American Civil War, Reading served as a strategic transportation hub, supplying
troops and materials, and was the site of numerous wartime rallies and enlistment drives.

What is the significance of the Reading Railroad in
American history?
The Reading Railroad was a major transportation company in the 19th century, playing a
crucial role in the coal industry and contributing to the expansion of railroads across the
United States.



What cultural contributions has Reading, Pennsylvania
made to the arts?
Reading has a rich cultural heritage, contributing to the arts through institutions like the
Reading Symphony Orchestra, which was founded in 1913, and numerous local theaters
and museums.

How did Reading, Pennsylvania, evolve demographically
in the late 20th century?
In the late 20th century, Reading experienced demographic changes due to immigration,
particularly from Latin America, which diversified the population and influenced the city's
cultural landscape.
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