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Running through the heart of Francisville is Ridge Avenue; an ancient Indigenous American 
travel route that connected many Algonquin Tribes/Clans and larger 
communities together.  Along the stretch West of the Wissahickon Creek, the area was called 
the “Mana” tawney and the surrounding area called Mana-tawna by the original 
inhabitants.  By 1680, the Dutch and Swedes had settled into the area and Peter Rambo, a 
local Swede immigrant, was charged with maintaining the mana-tawney.  The Rambo family 
is still in Roxborough and Manayunk today.  At that time foreigners lived in harmony with the 
indigenous Americans and many plantations were jointly managed with profits divided.  Land 
Ownership was not a practice of the indigenous Americans, protecting, preserving and 
sharing in the vast abundance of the land was.     
 
William Penn arrived around 1685-87 and planted acres of vineyards that stretched from the 
Lemon Hills over to what is now Girard Avenue.  You can see the rolling hill vineyard when 
you drive east down Poplar Street from Poplar Drive.  The area that is now called Francisville 
was part of the Penn’s personal vineyard his wife was tasked with the management of when 
he traveled back to England.  Penn’s dream of the exporting wine nor the utopian society he 
envisioned came to be.  It was reported that his heart was broken when he came back to take 
an assessment of the colony he founded and the enterprises he was invested in.  He returned 
to England after the 2nd trip where he died.  The land that was the personal vineyard was 
deeded over to the heirs of Penn’s land surveyor and friend, Tench Francis in about 
1801.  Francis is one of the names associated with the LENAPE descendants of today in 
Oklahoma and in the original homeland known as Turtle Island.  They laid out the town 
(Vineyard-town) with all main roads leading to Ridge Avenue resulting Francisville becoming 
off grid as the City grew around it.   
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William Penn’s vision for a new kind of society where his heirs and the heirs of European 
settlers would not cause the destruction of the local culture and natural environment did not 
take root however Philadelphia loves to point to Penn’s love for the Lenni Lenape culture, 
spiritual practices and governing system.  He wanted his Holy Experiment to be one where 
the best of his culture would blend with the best of the Lenape/Algonquin culture to become 
a model for the entire planet.   
 
Although Penn’s vineyard experiment was short lived the colonists continued to 
plant new vines and cultivate Penn’s grapevines. Explore the side streets and alleys along 
Ridge Avenue in Francisville and along the Poplar Street tract from Lemon Hill to Broad 
Street and you may find grape vines.  Vineyard Street in Francisville pays tribute to Penn’s 
winery experiment.  Today, in the center of the vineyard, things continue to grow at the 
Francisville Farm and Orchard where the Urban Stead Urban Farming program engages youth 
and older adults in growing and selling produce at our local farmers’ markets. 
   
By 1839 the area was officially called Francisville, named after Tench Francis. The area is still 
abundant with Victorian row homes, including the Matthew Baird mansion, built between 
1863-64 for one of the early partners of Baldwin Locomotives and added to the National 
Register of Historic Places in 1983.  Manufacturers, such as the Philadelphia Watch Case 
Company on 19th street, flourished for decades, but were eventually torn down in the 1960’s 
and 1970s.  Traveling down Ridge also remember the area’s rich Jazz Age, 1920’s – early 
1960’s as many descendants of the Lenni Lenape and other Algonquin tribes were and are still 
in the area.  Some aware of their lineage and many not.  Acknowledge and celebrate our rich 
and diverse first American Peoples and Families in Francisville and Philadelphia!  
Re-discover the intention of William Penn and as you drive, bike, run or walk down Ridge 
Avenue and Poplar Street, remember the past, accept the now and plant seeds for a 
better future.   
 
Together “IS” Better… 


