Police a,nd' the EBI «say;
the theft of exterior art
goes on, though not as
much as in;thé'1990~s; -
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When Erin Coryell and Gregﬂ
' Donofrio were set_to close on

their Victorian-era West Phila
delp 1a home I

. night before. -
“We bought this hﬂuse

cause it was untouch d — all

“Neighbors saw someone -

e up with a truck, go in, and

alk right out with these two

ngs,” said Coryell, a preserva-
tionist who works with Partners

for Sacred Places. “They just

thought it was part of our con-

tage continues to drain away in
a steady drip, drip, drip, say
preservationists, community
residents, and law-enforcement
authomtxes

But Coryell’s dlsplrltmg expe-
rience notwithstanding, and de-
spite the well-publicized remov-
al of a decorative sculpture
from a Center City facade re-
cently, such theft seems to have
tapered off from high levels
seen in the 1990s, officials say.

treasures

The c1ty’s architectural hem— ,

anuary, they |
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- The gates of hustom: St. Peter’s Episco)

i Church were stolen, then

sold as architectural salvage. They were returned and reinstalled,

A bas-relief angel chiseled away
from a Center City facadg, now
recovered, was a fake — the
original also was stolen.

and a trafficker was sent tc jail. The FBl and local preservationists
say the thefts, once common in Philadelphia, have died down.




It was so bad late in the 1990s
that the FBI got involved, nab-
bing ‘a former Labor- Départ-

ment official who purchased sto-

ien architectural relics and re-
sold them all over the country.
n 2001, he was convicted of traf-
ficking in such items, including

historic iron gates stolen from

Society Hill’s St. Peter’s Episco-
pal Church, which opened in

The gates were returned and
reinstalled. And the former La-
bor Department official,
Charles W. Kass, went to jail for
1Smonthss: = o
Jerri Williams, a  spokes-
woman for the FBI here, said
she hadn't heard much talk
about such activity in recent
years. Philadelphia police take
a steady stream of reports, but
have not encountered any large
thefts recently. .

Local preservationists, and
some in the salvage and resto-
ration businesses, say things
have been relatively quiet —
perhaps in comparison to the
past, when sc much has been
stolen. o v

| think a lot has been taken

and not replaced,” said Myles
Pettengill, a preservation-ori-
ented contractor here. Never-

theless, he said, it is a certain-

ty that thieves are “still out
and about.”

"The recent theft of a cast-con-
crete angel from the facade of
1319 Locust St., a building de-
signed by famed architect Wil-
son Eyre in 1895, surely illus-
trates that point.

“They're getting bolder,” not-
ed Pettengill,

But the angel, later found by
a resident lying in the 1100
block of Waverly Street, was not
the original carved relic. It was
a copy — the original reported-
ly had been stolen years ago.

. Linda Lee Mellish, co-owner
of ReStore, an architectural-sal-

vage business in Kensington,
said she scrupulously aveided -

architectural relics of question-
able origin. But she remem-
bered earlier theft waves all too
well.

“[ knew people up and down
Spring Garden Street who had
things stolen,” Mellish said. “Ev-
ery single gate was stolen — beau-

tiful, ornate Victorian gaies.”

Now, she said, the big street
market seems to be in any kind
of scrap metal, even nonde-
script iron, ail of which is being
consumed by the economic ex-
plosion in China.

“Dlain old iron,” she said. “It
used to go for a penny a pound.
Now it’s all being sold to Chi-
na.” : S L

Nevertheless, there is that
steady drip, drip, drip. Preser-
vationists say some old win-
dows, iron grates, door knobs,
even old bricks and paving
stones, go to local salvage ware-
houses for resale; some are
passed along to interstate net-

works that resell reﬁ'cs\ across |

theeountry.  ~ =
 “West Philly is still getting

trashed,” said Pettengill. “North

Philly is pretty well spent.
South Philly is getting gentri-
fied.” ‘

No one can say with certain-
ty what has tamped down
thievery. Some say it’s because
the economy in general has im-
proved. Some say Mayor
Street’s Neighborhood Trans-
formation Initiative has re-
moved large numbers of old
buildings from the market.
Others say publicity about law-
enforcement activities has had
a cooling effect. '

But to Coryell, who is still
looking for her stained-glass
window and oak door, the prob-
lem remains acute. 7

“What does the city have?”
she asked. “Architectural integ-
rity. That's what it has going
for it. To have this stuff lost
and disappear — it’s irreplace-
able.”
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