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A Burning Issue

Reading Country Club earned a place in James W. Finegan’s book A Centennial 
Tribute to Golf in Philadelphia. Published by the Golf Association of Philadelphia 
in 1996, the book celebrates the champions, the clubs and the courses that 
make the Philadelphia area one of the world’s great centers of golf. 

Finegan was no amateur in the game of golf literature. In addition to his 
Centennial book, Finegan wrote the history of Aronimink and Pine Valley golf 
clubs. His work includes Where Golf Is Great: The Finest Courses of Scotland and 
Ireland, a trilogy of golf travel books about the British Isles. These books earned 
Mr. Finegan the 2006 United States Golf Association Herbert Warren Wind Book 
Award. He was also recognized by the Golf Association of Philadelphia with its 
2010 Distinguished Service Award.

Pete Trenham considers Finegan Philadelphia’s greatest golf historian. Trenham 
should know. He is the historian of the Philadelphia Section of the PGA and 
publisher of the web site Trenham Golf History, http://trenhamgolfhistory.org/. 
Pete was also director of golf at RCC for 10 years, beginning in 1995. 

Further, Finegan was an accomplished player. He won four club championships 
at Philadelphia Country Club and the senior club championship at Pine Valley.

All this goes to say that Jim Finegan was respected for his golf and his golf 
writing. He earned his chops. 

The segment on RCC appears on page 109 of the Centennial book. Mr. Finegan 
writes, “In 1930 the clubhouse burned to the ground. In its place was erected a 
new one, designed in the Tudor style (after all, Reading is an English name).” 

Mr. Finegan provides no attribution for this claim and there is no source in the 
bibliography. Alas, Mr. Finegan died on March 13, 2015.  

Let’s examine these two statements.

We’ll give him a mulligan on the first. There were two fires in the original 
clubhouse, but the building was not razed. The stone structure stands today at 
the club entrance. As to the second statement, his assertion that the current 
clubhouse was built to replace the burned-to-the-ground structure is a whiff. 

To find out what happened, we begin at the beginning. The land that now 
encompasses the fourth and eighth holes and the fifth tee and seventh green 
was the site of a saw and grist mill established in the 18th century. The owner, 
John Bishop, was on the Berks Country tax records of 1759. His house standing 
at the entrance to the country club formed the core of RCC’s original clubhouse. 
This information is from The Passing Scene, volume 13, page 205, by George M. 
Meiser, IX and Gloria Jean Meiser. 
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James W. Finegan’s book on the 
centennial of golf in Philadelphia, 
published in 1996, includes an 
article about Reading Country Club. 
The book’s cover features a likeness 
of Ben Hogan hitting his 1-iron to 
the 18th green at Merion Golf Club 
in the final round of the 1950 U.S. 
Open. Hogan would make par and 
win the title the next day, defeating 
George Fazio and Lloyd Mangrum
in a playoff. 

Finegan’s article includes 
information about the 1930 
clubhouse fire that is not entirely 
correct and a photo purporting to 
show the original clubhouse that 
shows something else entirely. The 
article also provides a brief 
summary of RCC’s ownership 
changes up to 1996. 

Click here to read the article.

Copyright 2015.

A photo from 1928 shows how the Bishop’s  house was modified for the country club 
members. The locker rooms were in the addition to the left. 
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In disrepair. And there’s more. From The Passing Scene: “When the new club 
house was erected a block northwest of the building shown, the old structure 
fell into disrepair. It was on the verge of demolition when architect and Berks 
Historical Society trustee Richard Levengood – fully appreciative of its historical 
status and intrinsic architectural significance – took steps to have it excised from 
the club’s property and negotiated its purchase for the sake of preservation.” 
The Bishop house is now a law office. 

A Reading Eagle article from October 22, 1922, included this description of the 
renovated Bishop’s house: “Muhlenberg Brothers, architects, also have charge of 
the remodeling of the old stone farmhouse and the old fort, dating back to the 
Indian days, which are to be used as a temporary home for the club until the 
new house is built. The old house is well worth a visit, being a charming example 
of the old Pennsylvania colonial style. The changes were all carried out to 
harmonize with the old work, and the club members and visitors express 
themselves as being more than pleased with the results attained.”

No proof. Interesting, but no evidence of a fire. So on April 1, 2015 – no foolin’ –
I visited the Janssen Library at the Berks Historic Society in Reading. While there, 
I asked if the library had fire records. Lisa Adams, assistant archivist, summoned 
Bill, who was working in the vault. She said he might know. Bill is Bill Rehr, the 
retired Reading fire chief. Sometimes you get lucky.

Although events of 1930 were well before his time, Bill had never heard of such 
a fire. Bill phoned his friend, Terry Francis, long-time Exeter Township fire chief. 
Terry, too, had no knowledge of the RCC clubhouse burning to the ground. Bill 
said he would check the logs of the Reiffton Fire Company, which would have 
responded to the conflagration, and would let me know if he found a record of a 
fire call at Reading Country Club in 1930. 

Progress, but still no proof of a fire.

Got it. Then, on July 11, I received this email message from Lisa Adams.

Way back in April you were looking for information about fires at the 
Reading Country Club. At that time Bill Rehr and I were unable to find any 
info for you. Bill has remained on the case and finally found what you were 
looking for. Both these accounts come from the book History of the Reading 
Fire Department, Volume 3, by Anthony Miccicke.

Thank you, Lisa.

To the bat cave! My bat cave is the Reading Eagle archive. Sure enough, both 
fires were reported. The first on occurred on December 18, 1925, the second on 
October 19, 1930.

As noted, Finegan’s statement that “In its [the burned-to-the-ground building] 
place was erected a new one…” is factual to a point because the new replaced 
the old. But there is no cause and effect relationship. The new clubhouse, the 
one currently undergoing a $1 million renovation, was planned as early as 1922. 
The original clubhouse was always to be a temporary solution.  

The October 1922 Reading Eagle article describes the new clubhouse, which 
opened in May 1931, in great detail. Clearly, a purpose-built clubhouse was in 
the founder’s long-range planning from the onset.

For the story of RCC’s clubhouse, read The Golf Chronicles #16: An Imposing 
New Home. 
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The Bishop's house was RCC’s first 
clubhouse. The building dates from 
the 18th century and is currently in 
use as a law office.
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A 1924 aerial photo shows the old clubhouse along Philadelphia Pike with the 

future clubhouse site noted. The fourth and seventh greens are on the bottom 

right, the third green on the bottom left.

RCC’s first 

clubhouse

A Tale of Two Clubhouses
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Reading Eagle, page 1
December 18, 1925

The report of the 1925 fire at RCC is from History of the Reading Fire Department, 
Volume 3, by Anthony Miccicke.
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Reading Eagle, page 3
October 20, 1930

The report of the 1930 fire at RCC is from History of the Reading Fire Department, 
Volume 3, by Anthony Miccicke.
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The RCC Story

Reading Country Club is included on pages 109 and 110 of James 
W. Finegan’s book A Centennial Tribute to Golf in Philadelphia, 
published by the Golf Association of Philadelphia in 1996. The 
account of the 1930 fire is not accurate and the photo purporting 
to show the original clubhouse is from another golf club. 

The description of Alex Findlay’s work is also inaccurate. Findlay’s 
design was for an 18-hole golf course. The front 9 opened in 1924 
as the back 9 was under construction. RCC’s second club 
championship was played on the 18-hole course in 1925. 

The article print-out is courtesy of the Temple University Library.
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