





Cargo manifests for the Githens and other Lebanon ships are housed at the Historical Society of
Delaware. A typical round trip took three days. On July 19, 1887, the Githens left Philadelphia carrying
the following iterms bound for consignees in Kent County:

James Anderson:
1 barre) sugar
1 box yeast powder

1 box fish

1 box beef

1 box soap

1 bundle bags
A. P. Hinsly:

1 barrel molasses
1 barrel sugar

1 box close pins
1 bundle brooms
1 box starch

1 bag salt

1 bundle groceries
1 chair

1 box soap
1keg

1 bundle bags

1 bundle paper

1 bag peanuts

Raymond Gildersleeve:
1 bag rice
2 boxes bluing

2 box matches
1 cheese
3 box baken powder
1 box coffee
J. S. Cowgill:

1 bundle
James H. Reed

3 cheeses
John D. Durborough

1/2 barrel fish
C. Jensen:

2 barrels cabbage

On July 21, the Githens returned to Philadelphia, carrying Kent County's products and a few of
her citizens to the city:

Margaret Nichols:

125 bu oats
L. E. Stone:

18 baskets potatoes
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William Hill:
10 baskets onions
15 baskets potatoes

W. E. Maloney:

1 crate eggs

James Anderson:

3 crates poultry
20 dozen eggs

Frank Maloney:

9 baskets apples

Joseph Collins:
1 passage
2 meals

Mrs. Collins:
1 passage
2 meals

Renslaw Doran
1 passage
1 meal

J. C. Durborough:
3332 bu wheat

The Githens caught fire at the Lebanon wharf on the night of March 3-4, 1904 and burned to the
waterline. William Carter and Frank Butler were staying on board as watchmen, for the boat was laid up
for painting. The fire began in the engine room and quickly spread up to the upper decks. Flames leaped to
the warehouse, but were extinguished, while the steamer drifted downstream and sank.

She was to become the best remembered of the Lebanon boats. A series of reminiscences on the
last years of the Mary U. Githens appeared in the Wilmington Every Evening in August and September
1960. Respondents to an inquiry in the paper about the fate of the Githens remembered that the ship also
had carried sturgeon and peaches in season to Philadelphia, and streetcar horses to Kent County, destined
to end their days as farm horses.

According to the respondents quoted in the newspaper, she was replaced by a vessel called the
Vigilant, which sank some years later at Barkers Landing. Also on the line were the steamers John P.
Wilson (PLATES 16 AND 17) and City of Dover, which never inspired the folklore that surrounds the Mary
U. Githens.

The Wilson was built by Neafie and Levy of Philadelphia, and entered service in September 1904.
She had a steel hull, three decks, was 131 feet long in the keel and 27 feet beam. She could make the
twice-weekly dash to Philadelphia in eight and a half hours under the command of Captain Durborough
and a crew composed mostly of his family (Delawarean November 4, 1905). A new corporation, the
Dover and Philadelphia Navigation Company, took over the Lebanon steamboat property in 1907, finally
deeding its inactive assets to Samuel Harrington in 1923.
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Plate 17 Steamer John P. Wilson at Lebanon, with the warehouse at the right
and Albert Taylor looking on, courtesy W. Thomas Pickering
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As Lebanon's steamboat era began to close, the River and Harbor Act of June 25, 1910 authorized
a major improvement of the river. At the mouth, a mile-long jetty was to project the channel into Delaware
Bay. Another sixteen cutoffs were to be dug, reducing the length of the river from the Bay to Dover to
eighteen miles. During the next decade, local parties worked to obtain title to the proposed cutoffs at no
expense to the government, as the law provided. The cutoffs finally were built, but too late to serve
steamboats. Trade on the river dropped from 120,291 short tons in 1913 to 6,384 tons in 1916 (Chief of
Engineers 1918: 417-419).

The government acquired the right-of-way for the last cut in 1925, after scheduled steamboats no
longer ran. There is speculation that the motive was not to improve navigation, but to improve the river's
ability to flush effluent from the Dover wastewater plant, which had been built at the old Draper's wharf.
The last steamboat called for a load of freight at Lebanon around 1938.

The Lebanon Swing Bridge

Bridge 357a, the former Lebanon swing bridge, was built by the Kent County Levy Court and was
adopted into the state system when the State Highway Department took over the county roads. The exact
age of the final wrought iron span is not known, but recent department documents suggest 1880.

The first mention of such a bridge is found in a 1794 legislative petition, signed by 21 citizens
including the Hunns and a number of their Camden neighbors. The petitioners suggested a toll drawbridge
to be authorized by the legislature (1794 legislative petition, Delaware Archives).

A pivot bridge is mentioned in a Levy Court document of 1845 (Levy Court loose paper February
18, 1845). There was a "new" pivot bridge here in 1856 (Kent County Deed Book O-4:360), which
apparently replaced a drawbridge, which is pictured in a plot dated 1822 of Ezekiel Hunn's lot. Hunn may
have built the bridge; contemporary documents credit him with building the road from the bridge to Rising
Sun.

In 1911, the Levy Court advertised for bids to rebuild the eastern bridge abutment, a stone
structure that supported the mechanism, which still is part of the structure.

After many years of service, the swing bridge was worn out and needed to be replaced.
Construction of Dover Air Force Base during World War II had changed Route 357 from a little-used back
road into a major artery. A narrow, uneven, causeway built for wagons was carrying heavy trucks and
lines of commuters. The wood-decked bridge was posted for a five-ton load limit, but heavy trucks
rumbled daily across its narrrow deck.
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Plate 18

View of the old Lebanon swing bridge, circa 1964

Delaware Department of Transportation file photo
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It was totally inadequate for its new role, and on September 20, 1951, the State Highway
Department authorized its replacement with a new movable bridge. In 1952, the Department obtained
permission from the Corps of Engineers to replace the bridge with a new movable span; work was to
begin within two years. Time passed, and the project never began.

By the River and Harbor Act of 1960, the United States abandoned the dredged channel of the St.
Jones above Lebanon, thus removing‘the legal requirement to open the swing bridge for river traffic. As
the old bridge continued to deteriorate, sixteen-inch steel beams were inserted under the span and across
the river, immobilizing the span even more. The March storm of 1962 raised the river to within two inches
of the deck, prompting further questions about its safety.

By that time, a new high-level bridge on a new upstream location was being planned. In 1964,
while the new bridge was being built, the state applied for federal permission to permanently shut the old
bridge, but the proposal was dropped in the face of objections. The next year, the load limit was reduced
to two tons. In 1966, the new Route 10 bridge was finished and state bridge engineers began urging the
immediate removal of the swing bridge for safety reasons. The old span's daily burden had dropped from
more than 4,000 to 1,900 vehicles a day, but even with the I-beams undemeath, it was becoming unstable.
Removal was authorized by the Highway Department in February 1968.

Most commuters never noticed that the bridge was gone, since it had become nothing but a back
road from Lebanon to the Dover Air Force Base. With construction of new base housing on the Pickering
farm in Lebanon in 1974, there was a renewed call for a replacement bridge at Lebanon. The Air Force
Base schools are located near the east end of the Lebanon causeway, but children from the new housing
were forced to travel out to Route 10 and down Route 113 to school. A footbridge was eventually installed
on the old foundations for their convenience. It was assigned the number 357A, which for many years had
designated the old swing span (bridge files, Delaware Department of Transportation).

This style of swing bridge was popular during the second half of the nineteenth century in
Delaware and elsewhere. Several still exist on the Rideau waterway in Canada (Passfield 1976), where
they are preserved in a park setting. At Rideau, assymetrical steel through-truss bridges with latticed
wrought-iron kingposts replaced older timber spans between 1888 and 1903.
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Decline

Establishment of the Lebanon Steam Navigation Company probably marked the peak of the
village's prosperity. The waterfront along the river was lined with granaries, docks, stores, and offices.
Lebanon had its own post office since the cannery opened in 1870. Coal, lumber, and store goods entered
central Kent County through Lebanon, and grain and agricultural products left for Philadelphia through
here. Although folklore states that competition from the railroads killed waterborne traffic on the Delaware,
the coastwise trade reached its peak of prosperity a generation or two after the Delaware Railroad opened
in 1856.

Widespread automobile transportation and paved roads finally spelled the death of waterfront
commercial towns up and down the Delaware drainage. Lebanon was no exception. The Dover and
Philadelphia Navigation Company sold its facilities in 1923. The steamboat company's buildings
crumbled. An old man living in a float house on the marsh sold turtles to Philadelphia caterers whose
buyers arrived in cars, and the new highway department dug away the hillside to build the roads that had
made the steamers obsolete.

Gravel pits and cemetery

Lebanon stands on a hill of easily-dug sandy gravel that was needed to fill the two causeways.
Constant subsidence required repeated filling, which called for fill dirt in quantity. Two large pits were
opened on the forge site and behind the steamboat company buildings, and another was dug at the east end
of the causeway over St. Jones. About 62 years ago, a county highway crew was digging gravel at the
south end of the Tidbury causeway on land belonging to the Hunn family, who were picnicking at Wildcat
Manor at the time.

One of the workmen swung his pick into the bank and struck a skull. He fled. The county
foreman, T. Edgar Townsend, gathered the bones into a bag and took them to Wildcat. According to one
of the family, William Hunn, the brown rectangular stain of a coffin could be seen in the bank five or six
feet below grade, at the eye level of an observer standing on the bottom of the pit. Gravel operations
ceased abruptly. Folklore about the discovery has survived. Ethel Stevens of Wyoming, who grew up in
Lebanon, recalled that she was told the cemetery lay behind the weigh house, which would place it on the
steamboat company property.
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The old bridge, base housing, and present land use

The Lebanon waterfront finally was bypassed when the St. Jones swing bridge was removed in
1968. Route 10, the old Forest Landing Road, was routed over the river to Dover Air Force Base and the
community began to settle into the role of a backwater bedroom suburb of Dover. Fishing from the bridge
and from the old steamboat pier was good, and traffic was light. Then, in 1974, the Air Force built a tract
of family housing at the Pickering farm on the Tidbury tract. The old road over the Tidbury causeway
became a thoroughfare, especially threatening to pedestrians. Erection of a foot bridge over St. Jones
relieved some of the problems, since it provided a shortcut from the Air Base school to Base Housing.

For several years a portion of the Wildcat tract, about 85 acres, was used as a landfill for Dover
and central Kent County. When the Wildcat Landfill finally was ordered closed by authorities, its critics
alleged that it was filled with hazardous wastes. While the present project was under way, health
authorities posted a warning that fish from the river were contaminated with chemical residues.
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