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5. Boundary Description

Beginning at the southeast corner of Oxford Street and Germantown Avenue, the property
boundary extends southeastward along Germantown Avenue a distance of 149 feet 6 ½ inches to
the intersection of Germantown Avenue and 4th Street, thence south along 4th Street a distance of
17 feet 10½ inches to the corner of 4th Street and Redner Street, thence west along Redner Street
a distance of 82 feet 10 inches, thence north a distance of approximately 37 feet 2½ inches,
thence west a distance of 8 feet 10½ inches, thence south a distance of 17 feet 5½ inches, thence
west a distance of 8 feet 10½ inches, thence south a distance of 40 feet 1½ inches, thence west a
distance of 35 feet 9½ inches, thence north a distance of 15 feet 9 inches, thence west a distance
of 67 feet, 8¾ inches to Lawrence Street, thence north along Lawrence Street a distance of 162
feet 1¼ inches to the corner of Lawrence Street and Oxford Street, thence eastward along Oxford

Street a distance of 152 feet 1¼ inches to the point of origin. These boundaries contain four
contiguous parcels as identified on the plot plan above:

A) 1522-24 Germantown Avenue
B) 1526 Germantown Avenue
C) 1528 Germantown Avenue
D) 1530-38 Germantown Avenue

These four parcels correspond to the delineated boundaries of five contiguous parcels described
in Deed #51976445 as together constituting BRT parcel #88-4078200 (1524-1538 Germantown
Avenue). Three additional BRT parcels were included and described in that deed transaction and
are adjacent to the Gretz Brewery parcel, but these contain no structures and are therefore not
included in this nomination. Also note that a small portion of the Gretz Brewery complex
appears to have been constructed over an unassigned right-of-way at the northern terminus of
Leithgow Street. The above boundary description follows the legal parcel dimensions, not the
footprint of the existing construction which runs straight along the north side of Redner Street to
the west side of Leithgow Street.
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6. Description

The former Rieger and Gretz Brewing Company complex is located at the southeast
corner of the intersections of Oxford Street, 4th Street, and Germantown Avenues in the South
Kensington neighborhood of North Philadelphia. The complex consists of twelve contiguous
structures occupying a large portion of a city block roughly bounded by Oxford Street to the
north, Germantown Avenue and 4th Street to the east, Redner Street to the south, and Lawrence
Street to the west. The neighborhood is a mix of industrial and residential rowhouse
development.
The brewery was constructed in stages between 1895 and c.1945. The buildings are
generally arranged around a central covered loading courtyard and form an unbroken façade line
along Lawrence Street, Oxford Street, and Germantown Avenue (Figs. 3-5). Two of the buildings
are five stories tall, three are four stories tall, two are three stories tall, three are two stories tall,
and two have only a single story. The tallest structures front onto Lawrence Street on the western
side of the complex. The majority of the buildings are red brick masonry structures
incorporating elements of the Colonial Revival and Rundbogenstil Romanesque Revival styles,
with the prominent corner tavern and bottling house at the northeast corner of the complex also
incorporating elements of the Second Empire style. The complex has an irregular plan, as these
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buildings were constructed, altered, and expanded over their long course of operation. Each of
the buildings in the complex reflects the historic narrative of the brewery and therefore each
contributes to the site’s significance. The building numbers noted in this description and the
above site key are derived from Sanborn Fire Insurance maps documenting the parcel in 1916
and 1958 (Figs. 1-2).

Tavern
The brewery’s primary Germantown Avenue elevation is composed of five building
facades, anchored on the north by the Tavern (Building 7) at the corner of Germantown Avenue
and Oxford Street (Fig. 6). The Tavern is three stories in height and features a mansard roof. Its
east elevation is two bays wide and faces Germantown Avenue; its north elevation is three bays
wide and faces Oxford Street (though the adjacent Bottling House 6 gives the appearance of a
single six-bay façade) (Fig. 8). A one-bay chamfered corner elevation faces northeast. All
elevations feature red brick set in a running bond. The ground floor contains an entrance at the
corner elevation, framed by beaded columns of pressed brick. Shallow-arched window openings
flank the entrance along the north and east elevations, featuring stone sills and arched brick
lintels with stone keystones and imposts (all ground-floor openings are currently sealed with
cement block). A limestone beltcourse separates the first and second floors, as does an oxidized
copper balcony supported by scroll brackets above the corner entrance (Fig. 9).
The second floor features half-round arched windows set between paired brick pilasters;
these windows are currently enclosed by plywood. Stone details include running sill courses,
pilaster bases, flat imposts and keystones. The pilasters are topped by pressed metal capitals and
carry a pressed metal frieze that runs the length of the building. A brick fascia sits between the
metal frieze and another pressed metal cornice featuring dentil blocks.
Above this cornice is the third-floor mansard roof featuring a series of dormers; one on
the east elevation, one on the corner elevation, and three on the north elevation. The corner
dormer is flat-roofed and capped by a deep cornice band. It originally featured two narrow
windows separated by a central mullion post; these are now lost or concealed by a single
plywood leaf. The north and east elevation dormers were originally pedimented, but are
currently in a state of disrepair and partial collapse. The east elevation dormer has a pair of
windows centered between the lower-story bays. The north elevation dormers feature single
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windows and are centered on the lower bays, separated by two chimney stacks. The mansard is
clad in slate shingles set in a fish-scale pattern on the east elevation; the north elevation currently
has no finish roofing material.

Office Building
The Office Building (Building 8) stands immediately to the south of the Tavern along
Germantown Avenue (Fig. 10). Its primary east elevation is three stories tall and three bays
wide. Constructed in 1900, it features a Roman brick façade and a mansard roof.1 The first story
contains a door and transom below a stone lintel; both openings have been sealed with metal
siding. Two square-headed windows with stone lintels and sills flank the door; both and have
been covered by metal security grilles.
The second story contains three square-headed windows with stone lintels and sills;
though currently sealed by plywood, their original wood frames are still visible. A projecting
cornice separates the lower floors from a third-story mansard roof featuring a large three-bay
pedimented dormer with one-over-one vinyl sash windows. The mansard is clad in reproduction
slate shingles.

Engine House
The two-bay, two-story Engine House (Building 9), a masonry-clad steel frame structure
constructed circa 1896, stands to the south of the Office Building (Fig. 11).2 By rising to the
same height as its adjacent three-story neighbor, its more monumental scale is defined by a pair
of oversized ground-floor archways formed by banded courses of Roman brick and terra cotta
guilloche voussoirs. The pilasters supporting the arches also feature brick and terra cotta
guilloche banding and are capped with terra cotta capitals embellished with egg and dart and
meander pattern moldings (Fig. 13). The arches are currently infilled with cement block and the
lower portions of brickwork have been painted red. Above the arches is a terra cotta frieze with
projecting letters reading “RIEGER AND GRETZ” set below a spiral wave band (Fig. 12).

1

According to the Philadelphia Inquirer (16 June 1900), “Philip Haibach has the contract to build the office
building on the west side of Germantown avenue south of Oxford street for Reiger & Gretz. The building will be
three stories high and measure 20x68 feet. K.W. Peuckert is the architect.”
2
The Philadelphia Inquirer announced the completion of Jacob Herold’s plans for the Engine House and Boiler
House on 23 November 1895. The work was likely completed in 1896.
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The second story continues the same banded brick and guilloche pattern as the first story
and contains two window bays set in highly ornate terra cotta surrounds with matching terra
cotta mullions that bisect each bay into a four-part paired window and transom composition. The
flat faces of the window surrounds and mullions feature intricate low-relief patterning. Though
sealed in plywood, the windows’ original wood frames remain visible (Fig. 14). The second
story is topped by a projecting terra cotta dentil block cornice. The flat roof supports a metal
deck and guardrail surrounding modern cooling units added in the mid-to-late twentieth century.
Due to the lower height of the adjacent Bottling House to the south, a small portion of the
Engine Room’s south elevation is also visible from Germantown Avenue. Except for a very
short terra cotta cornice return, this elevation is a blank white-painted brick party wall.
Rising from the rear of the Engine House is a tall smokestack which is visible from a good
portion of the surrounding neighborhood (Fig. 4). The slightly battered stack measures
approximately 90 feet tall and is approximately 8 feet square. Painted in white on the north and
south elevations of the smokestack are the words “Gretz beer” in a letter face that appears to date
from the mid-twentieth century.

Bottling House 10
To the south of the Engine House and also fronting on Germantown Avenue is a twostory, two-bay Bottling House (Building 10), built c. 1895 (Fig. 15).3 Originally a tall one-story
structure, a short second story addition was added in the 1950s. The ground floor features a pair
of tall shallow-arched masonry openings set into a Roman brick facade laid in a rusticated
banding pattern that compliments the adjacent banding of the Engine House. Terra cotta molding
and volute keystones frame the masonry openings, which are currently infilled with concrete
block. Like the adjacent Engine House, portions of the masonry are painted red at the sidewalk
level.
A terra cotta dentil cornice separates the original first story with the later rooftop
addition. Built flush to and on top of an original parapet wall, this short one-story addition
features two short, horizontal window openings centered above the arched bays below. The flat
roofline is otherwise unadorned.
3

According to the Philadelphia Inquirer, 21 June 1894, “Architect Jacob Herold has made plans for a fine bottling
house for R(i)eger & Gretz, at Germantown avenue and Oxford streets.” Thus, the work was likely completed in
late 1894 or early 1895.
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Bottling House 12
The brewery’s Germantown Avenue streetwall terminates in another, more recent
Bottling House (Building 12) that anchors the southeast corner of the complex (Fig. 16). Built
circa 1945, the newest building in the complex is a one-story, white brick structure with
elevations facing Germantown Avenue, 4th Street, and Redner Street. The east elevation faces
Germantown Avenue and is three bays wide, with each bay consisting of a large rectangular
masonry opening infilled with concrete block and plywood. A single corner bay of similar
design sits at an oblique angle running parallel to 4th Street before the building returns along a
south elevation fronting Redner Street. This south façade is stucco-clad and features an
asymmetrical assortment of masonry openings set beneath exposed I-beam lintels. An
examination of the brewery’s plot plan reveals that this elevation is shared by both the Bottling
House and the southern façade of the Covered Courtyard (Building 5). The large loading gate at
the far west end of the façade accesses this interior space (Fig. 17).

Bottling House 6
The brewery complex’s northern Oxford Street elevation is composed of five building
facades, anchored at the northeast corner by the aforementioned Tavern. Immediately to the west
of the Tavern along Oxford Street is the original Bottling House (Building 6), which was
designed as an extension of the adjacent Tavern, giving the appearance of a single six-bay façade
(though there is a visible seam between the running bond of the two facades) (Fig. 18). Unlike
the Tavern, however, the three-bay Bottling House is only two stories tall and lacks the mansard
roof of the Tavern. Its ground floor is composed of a large loading bay and a single shallowarched window, both sealed with cement block. The loading bay sits beneath an exposed steel Ibeam lintel, while the window detail matches those of the Tavern’s first floor windows. The
design of the second floor repeats the Tavern’s half-round arched windows, pilasters, and
cornice. The cornice returns around the building’s northwest corner to form a short right-angled
end wall before the roofline steps down and runs back at an oblique angle parallel to
Germantown Avenue. Though barely visible from the public right-of-way, this west elevation
appears to also feature round-arched second-story windows.
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Covered Courtyard
To the west of Bottling House 6 along Oxford Street is the Covered Courtyard (Building
5). Composed of the interstitial spaces between the complex’s other buildings, the courtyard
lacks any formal exterior elevations other than the loading doors on its northern and southern
ends, the later of which was designed as an extension of the previously-described Bottling House
12. The single-story north elevation along Oxford Street features two large, in-swinging
corrugated metal doors set beneath steel beams and a plywood transom spanning between
adjacent buildings. Hand-painted signage on these doors indicates that the space has been
occupied by an auto mechanic in the building’s past (Figs. 18-19).

Brew House
The Brew House (Building 1) stands to the west of the courtyard with facades facing
Oxford Street (north) and the interior courtyard (east) (Fig. 19). Built in 1901 on the footprint of
a previous structure, the building stands four stories tall with a shallow, flat-topped pyramidal
roof that once supported a central cupola (Figs. 28-29).4 Its red brick facades are set in running
bond and feature limestone detailing similar to the Tavern and Bottling House 6. The north
elevation is divided into two symmetrical bays, each featuring a large rectangular ground-floor
masonry opening set beneath a steel lintel with decorative roundels. Both openings are currently
sealed with cement block. The second floor bays feature pairs of small rectangular window
openings set between limestone sill-courses and lintel-courses; all four windows are sealed with
plywood. The third-floor bays are dominated by single large round-arched windows, also sealed
in plywood. The fourth-floor bays feature pairs of small round-arches windows with limestone
sills and imposts. These too are currently sealed with plywood, though vestiges of the original
wood frames appear to survive. The roofline is capped by brick corbelling and a projecting
wood cornice that appears to be of recent construction. The bays are divided by brick pilasters
which feature decorative recessed grooves at the third and fourth floors. Historically, the
spandrel panels between the third and fourth floors featured signage reading “Rieger & Gretz,”

4

The Brewhouse and the Mill House behind it were part of a major construction project announced in the
Philadelphia Inquirer on 21 October 1901. It states, “Philip Haibach has the contract to build a new mill house
and brewery for Reiger & Gretz, on the lot 150x150 feet, on the south side of Oxford street, west of Germantown
avenue. The plans were prepared by architect K.W. Peuckert…an old mill and brewery will be torn down.”
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and the spandrel panels between the first and second floors read “Brew House” (Fig. 33). Only
vestigal traces of this signage survive.
Only the top three stories of the Brew house’s east elevation are visible above the
adjacent courtyard structure. The fenestration and cornice details of this elevation are similar to
the Oxford Street façade, though the composition is expressed as a single bay. The second floor
features a pair of wood frame windows with I-beam lintels and stone sills. The third floor
features a pair of large round-arched windows with wood frames and stone sills. The fourth floor
contains three smaller rounded arch windows with wood frames and stone lintels. Though all
openings are sealed by plywood, significantly more of the original wood frame elements
(mullions, etc.) are visible on this elevation.

Mill House
Immediately to the south of the Brew House stands the four-story, flat-roofed Mill House
(Building 2), also constructed in 1901 on the site of an earlier structure. This building, which
housed a malt mill, is the only building on the complex without any elevation fronting on a
public right-of-way. However, portions of its east elevation are visible from Oxford Street and
Germantown Avenue, showing a continuation of the fenestration and pilaster details of the
adjacent Brew House (Fig. 19).

Ice House
Anchoring the northwest corner of the brewery complex is the Ice House (Building 3), a
four-story structure built in 1885 (Fig. 20).5 The building was originally gable-roofed, with a
gable end wall facing Oxford Street. While the original rake line of this roof is still visible, a
recent rooftop addition has raised and flattened the roofline to create a full fifth story.
The north Oxford Street elevation is divided into three bays separated by raised brick
pilasters, with the central bay wider than the two flanking bays. The running-bond red brick
façade is in fair-to-poor condition with large areas of parged mortar repairs and the majority of
window openings bricked over. Nevertheless, significant architectural details remain. The
ground floor features infilled traces of segmental arched windows in the central and western bay,
5

The evidence for this being the marble plaque on the North elevation. However, according to the Philadelphia
Inquirer (29 November 1900), it was retrofitted in early 1901 with “a new ceiling of steel I-beams and hollow
brick arches…insulating the side walls with cork and plaster, and constructing hop storage in the loft.”
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each featuring a raised brick window hood. A limestone belt course divides the first and second
floors. The second floor bays feature inset brick panels with chamfered corners set below the
level of the second floor window sills, though the central bay appears to have been altered by the
addition of an off-center rectangular window opening. The east and west bays each feature
arched windows with stone sills and raised brick window hoods. An arch-topped marble plaque
is centered in the central bay between the second and third floors above a limestone sill. This
plaque reads, “TIVOLI BREWERY/ ICE HOUSE/ 1885/ JACOB HEROLD, ARCHIT/ JOHN
KRAMER, BUILDER” (Fig 21).6 The third floor has one segmental arched window in each of
the side bays, with limestone sills, keystones, and imposts similar to the details found on other
buildings in the complex. The fourth floor is set above a corbel brick course and features one
window in each of the side bays and a pair of windows in the center bay; these also match the
limestone details found elsewhere in the complex. Above the two center windows of the fourth
floor is a small rectangular gable window set within a brick roundel surround featuring four
limestone voussoirs. The gabled cornice features corbelled brick dentils (Fig. 22). Above and
set slightly behind the gable bargeboards is the aforementioned fifth-floor addition clad in
roofing paper, with a shallow-pitched shed roof sloping west towards the Lawrence Street
elevation.
The west elevation of the Ice House faces Lawrence Street and features five bays divided
by brick pilasters. In general, these bays match the composition of the building’s Oxford Street
façade, with first- and second-floor arched windows featuring brick hoods, third-floor windows
featuring limestone imposts and keystones, and paired fourth-floor windows featuring only
imposts. Exceptions to this pattern are found in the second floor of the second bay, which has
been entirely stuccoed over; the second floor of the third bay, whose window matches the
composition of the third floor window above; the third floor of the fourth bay, which has been
replaced with cement block and features an irregular hole in the facade; and the fourth floor of
the fifth bay, where a large brick infill panel interrupts the cornice line. This panel features a
large masonry opening infilled with glass block set above three metal vent panels. Like the
Oxford Street elevation, the Lawrence Street façade is red brick set in a running bond with large
areas parge-coated in stucco or mortar, with the fifth-floor addition clad in roofing paper. While

6

When Rieger and Gretz took over the brewery in 1881, they originally named it after William Gretz’ farm house
(Tivoli Farms) in Tredyffrin Township.
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the original design of the façade is still legible, its current condition and integrity are best
described as fair-to-poor.

Beer Cellars
The remainder of the brewery complex’s west elevation is composed of two matching
five-story Beer Cellars (Fig. 23) The northernmost building (Building 4) was constructed
c.1896, with a matching addition (Building 11) constructed c.1905.7 Both feature three-bay
facades facing Lawrence Street, with large ground-floor loading doors set beneath steel I-beam
lintels with decorative roundels. The façades are divided into two horizontal registers by a brick
frieze between the third and fourth floors. On Building 4, this frieze retains the traces of
historical signage reading “RIEGER & GRETZ.” The lower register contains the bottom three
floors; on Building 4, the second and third floors contain windows in only the northern and
central bays. These windows have segmental arch lintels with limestone keystones, imposts and
sills. The south bay of these floors is blank and has been rebuilt in a newer running bond brick.
The upper register contains the fourth and fifth floors, with windows in each bay. These match
the proportions and details of the lower windows except for the central top-floor bay, which
features a taller, rectangular masonry opening. Most of the windows in the central bay remain
open, retaining vestiges of the original wood frames set deep within the thick masonry jambs.
All windows in the flanking bays have been infilled with brick. The building's original roofline
is capped by a corbeled brick cornice, though a later brick addition rises a half-story above the
roofline in plane with the facade below.
The adjacent Building 11 Beer Cellar is nearly identical in composition to Building 4,
with minor differences. The ground-floor loading bay has been infilled with cement block and
outfitted with a metal door and short rectangular window, also currently infilled. All upper floor
windows have been infilled with brick and some feature small vents or grilles. The south bay of
the second floor is blank and has been reconstructed. The central frieze has lost most evidence

7

This structure is likely the one mentioned in the Philadelphia Inquirer on 23 November 1895 as the “four-story
storage house” being planned by Jacob Herold. The Philadelphia Inquirer announced on 21 February 1905 that
“Plans have been completed by Architect and Engineer Kurt W. Peuckery for a fireproof addition to Rieger &
Gretz’s brewing plant, at Germantown avenue and Oxford street. The drawings provide for a structure to measure
32x82 feet.” These are roughly the dimensions of building 11 and on 6 March 1905, the newspaper announced
Philip Haibach as the builder for this “beer storage house” (Philadelphia Inquirer, 6 March 1905).
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of historic signage, though traces of the word “BREWERY” are still discernible. Finally, a
rooftop addition rises a full story above the corbeled cornice.
The south elevation of Building 11 is a blank brick wall overlooking a vacant lot included
in the designated parcel (Fig. 24). The wall retains traces of an adjacent two-story gable
structure. According to a 1951 Sanborn map, this area was used for bottle storage. By the
printing of the 1958 Sanborn map, this area had been vacated and is currently an overgrown
empty plot.
The east elevations of Buildings 4 and 11 are only partially visible from the public rightof-way; their upper floors are visible from Germantown Avenue and Redner Street rising above
the complex's covered interior courtyard (Fig. 25). Like their west elevations, each building is
three bays wide. Building 11 features shallow-arched windows (but no keystones or imposts) at
the fifth-floor level, and a lone matching infilled window at the center of the fourth floor. The
remainder of the facade is blank. Building 4 features two brick-infilled rectangular windows
with steel lintels flanking a double-leaf wood door at the fifth-floor level, and segmental arched
windows with limestone sills at the fourth-floor level. The center window is open while the
flanking windows are infilled. A central infilled window is also at the third-floor level. A steel Ibeam projects out from the façade above a simple raised brick beltcourse near the building’s rear
roofline.

The condition of the complex as a whole is fair-to-poor, with many instances of graffiti
and vandalism. In addition, isolated portions of the structures have experienced structural failure,
most notably the roof and mansard dormers of the Tavern building. Photographs of the complex
from 1977, 1982, and 2006 show the progression of deterioration after the operations were shut
down in 1961 (Figs. 26-35). It should be noted, however, that these failures are largely in areas
of recent reconstruction and were likely not done to appropriate standards.

12

Figure 1: 1916 Sanborn Fire Insurance Atlas.

Figure 2: 1958 Sanborn Fire Insurance Atlas.
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Figure 3: Gretz Brewery complex, view facing southeast.

Figure 4: Gretz Brewery complex, view facing northeast.
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Figure 5: Gretz Brewery complex, view facing southeast.
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Figure 6: Germantown Avenue elevations. From left to right; Bottling House 12 (partial view),
Bottling House 10, Engine Room, Office Building, and Tavern.
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Figure 7: North and east elevations of Tavern Building with attached two-story
Bottling House at right.

Figure 8: North elevation of Tavern Building (left) and Bottling House (right).
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Figure 9: Tavern Building corner detail.
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Figure 10: Office Building.
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Figure 11: Engine Room.
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Figure 12: Engine Room detail.

Figure 13: Engine Room detail.
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Figure 14: Engine Room detail.
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Figure 15: Bottling House (10).
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Figure 16: Bottling House (12) east elevation.

Figure 17: Bottling House (12) south elevation with loading door to Covered Courtyard at far
left.
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Figure 18: North (Oxford Street) elevation of two-story Bottling House (center) with adjacent
Tavern (left) and Covered Courtyard entrance (right).
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Figure 19: North (Oxford Street) and east elevations of Brew House (center), with two-bay east
elevation of attached Mill House visible behind it. One-story Covered Courtyard entrance is at
left.
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Figure 20: North (Oxford Street) and west (Lawrence Street) elevations of Ice House (center).
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Figure 21: Ice House datestone detail.

Figure 22: Ice House gable detail.
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Figure 23: West elevations of Beer Cellars.
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Figure 24: South elevation of Beer Cellar 11 and adjacent vacant lot.
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Figure 25: East elevations of Beer Cellars.
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Figure 26: 1977 photograph (Philadelphia Historical Commission files).

Figure 27: 1977 photograph (Philadelphia Historical Commission files).
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Figure 28: 1977 photograph. Note original Brew House belvedere and Ice House gable roof
(Philadelphia Historical Commission files).

Figure 29: 1896 view of Ice House before adjacent Brew House reconstruction in 1901.
(courtesy Michael Gretz, Jr.).
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Figure 30: 1982 photograph (Philadelphia Historical Commission files).

Figure 31: 1982 photograph (Philadelphia Historical Commission files).
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Figure 32: 1982 photograph (Philadelphia Historical Commission files).

Figure 33: 1982 photograph. Note Original “Brew House” signage (Philadelphia Historical
Commission files).
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Figure 34: 2006 photograph. Note damage to Office Building mansard roof and dormer
(Philadelphia Historical Commission files).

Figure 35: 2006 photograph (Philadelphia Historical Commission files).
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7. Significance
The William Gretz Brewing Company has one of the longest brewing histories in
Philadelphia and its prominent corner location at Germantown Avenue and Oxford Street in
Kensington survives today as a rare example of a brewing culture that defined the neighborhood
and the city since the middle of the 19th century. One of nearly one hundred breweries
established in Philadelphia, the Gretz site boasted continuous brewing operations for over a
century, beginning with Albert Schwartz in 1858. It was one of only four Philadelphia breweries
to survive Prohibition, the Great Depression, and both World Wars. The brewery which would
eventually become the William Gretz Brewing Company was the smallest of these “Final Four”
and was held in high regard in the industry for innovations that allowed it to compete with larger
breweries.8 As a staple in the neighborhood and the brewing culture of Philadelphia, the brewery
complex and brewing operations at Germantown and Oxford were intimately connected to both
the neighborhood and the city’s cultural and architectural history, meeting the following criteria
for historic designation as set forth by the Philadelphia Historic Preservation Ordinance, Section
15-2007(5), of the Philadelphia Code:

(a) Has significant character, interest or value as part of the development, heritage, or
cultural characteristics of the City;
(c) Reflects the environment in an era characterized by a distinctive architectural
style;
(d) Embodies distinguishing characteristics of an architectural style
(h) Owing to its unique location or singular physical characteristic, represents an
established and familiar visual feature of the neighborhood, community, or City;
and
( j) Exemplifies the cultural, political, economic, social, or historical heritage of the
community.
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This term for the William Gretz Brewing Company, the Ortlieb Brewery, the Esslinger Brewery, and the Schmidt
Brewery was coined by Rich Wagner (Wagner 4).
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Criterion A: Has significant character, interest or value as part of the development,
heritage, or cultural characteristics of the City,
and
Criterion J: Exemplifies the cultural, political, economic, social, or historical heritage of the
community.

Brewing at Germantown Avenue and Oxford Street began over twenty years before William
Gretz, Sr. and his partner Leonhard Rieger took over operations there. Albert Schwarz began
brewing there in 1858, in the midst of several brewing operations already active in the area.9 He
ran the brewery for thirteen years until Charles Schwarz and John Grundler took over in 1871
with Grundler taking full control in 1873. Finally, in 1881, Rieger and Gretz obtained control of
the brewery and started a dynasty which would last eighty years.10
Rieger and Gretz expanded operations often at that corner, building new bottling plants and
beer cellars regularly to keep up with higher demand. In addition, they often modernized their
brewing operations to stay efficient and relevant in a very demanding market. Ninety-four other
breweries were active in Philadelphia in the late 19th and early 20th centuries and without the
frequent renovations, they would have ended up like the other ninety that eventually closed down
before or soon after the end of the Great Depression. Three distinct factors allowed the Rieger &
Gretz Brewery to survive the tumultuous early to mid-20th century.11
First, the Rieger & Gretz Brewery continued to function during the Prohibition. They made
low-alcohol beer in order to be in compliance with the Volstead Act of 1919 which limited the
alcohol per volume in any alcoholic beverage to below 0.5%. The transition to this “near-beer,”
as it was called, was easily done in production and many breweries across the country made the
transition (Fig. 40). In 1923, in the middle of Prohibition, the Rieger & Gretz Brewery was
targeted by the government and investigated for allegedly producing beer at a higher alcohol
level than the 18th Amendment allowed.12 The brewery was forced to shut down for over a year
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until they successfully refuted the allegations as “high-handed and unwarranted.”13 They
reopened the brewery in the summer of 1924 and continued producing near-beer through the rest
of Prohibition. Almost immediately after the 18th Amendment was repealed in 1933, they
returned to normal beer production.14
Second, as previously mentioned, Rieger and Gretz frequently took steps to modernize
their operations. This included a long tradition of custom-built brewing technology developed by
William Gretz, Jr., a trained engineer, and new buildings designed by prominent Philadelphia
industrial architects Jacob Herold and K.W. Peuckert.15 In addition, in the mid-1930s, the
brewery was one of the first in the region to distribute their beer in cans as well as bottles (Fig.
41).16 This reduced packaging and distribution costs, which allowed the company to lower their
prices during the Great Depression. Being an early adopter of a new technology was a risky
investment, but one which paid off: by 1949, the company was producing over 249,000 barrels
of beer annually.17
Thirdly, after Prohibition and the Depression ended, the Gretz family bought out the
Riegers and found themselves in a precarious position with respect to Philadelphia brewing.
Only seventeen breweries survived World War II and the William Gretz Brewing Company was
one of the smallest.18 Their solution for continued competitiveness was an innovative,
aggressive approach to advertising. In 1940, the company constructed a large billboard with a
“?” and the words “Made the old-fashioned way.” The intentionally mysterious sign drew
significant attention before the “?” was replaced by the Gretz logo and an animated figure of a
man riding an old-fashoined bicycle (Fig. 43). The billboard was a success and the man on the
bicycle became a standard image in their advertising until their closure in 1961.19 In addition,
Gretz became the first Philadelphia brewing company to employ television advertising,
beginning in 1951 with “The Gretz Cavalcade of Girls,” a Philadelphia beauty pageant sponsored
by the company (Fig. 44). The brewery also sponsored local bowling teams and a barbershop
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quartet.20 Their advertising campaign made them well known in the city, and in 1950, their
billboards were ranked as among the city’s most popular.21
The William Gretz Brewing Company also capitalized on their small size by promoting
the virtues of smaller businesses—a strategy which foreshadowed the current marketing trends of
small-scale craft breweries. Known as the Gretz Car Series, the company issued beer cans with
classic sports cars printed on them. A 1958 newspaper ad proclaimed, “There’s big performance
in this small car, and there’s always better flavor from a small brewery!” This campaign was
based on the idea of quality, not quantity (Figs. 45-46).22 Through these and other innovations
the Gretz family and the William Gretz Brewing Company became well known within brewing
national brewing circles. In 1950, William Gretz III became the general chairman of the Master
Brewers Association of America annual convention.23
By 1952, there were only four operational breweries left in Philadelphia that had survived
from the 19th century. These included the William Gretz Brewing Company, Schmidt’s Brewery,
Ortleib’s Brewery, and Esslinger’s Brewery. Gretz not only had to compete with these three,
which were also very resilient businesses, but also increased competition from national breweries
like Schlitz, Pabst, and Anheuser-Busch. Sales for Gretz slowly declined due to competition and
in 1961, the Gretz family merged with competitor Esslinger’s. The brewing complex at the
corner of Germantown Avenue and Oxford Street stopped producing beer for the first time (with
the exception of their government-forced hiatus in 1923) in 103 years.24
The last of the final four breweries to go out of business was Schmidt’s, which folded in
1987, leaving the city without a functioning brewery for the first time in over 300 years. This
changed again in the 1990s when several craft beer breweries opened. The Gretz family still
carries on the legacy created by Albert Schwarz, John Grundler, Leonhard Rieger, and their
great-grandfather William Gretz as distributors in the Greater Philadelphia area for AnheuserBusch.
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Criterion C: Reflects the environment in an era characterized by a distinctive architectural
style
and
Criterion D: Embodies distinguishing characteristics of an architectural style.

The William Gretz Brewing Company complex contains twelve buildings, eleven of
which are designed in traditional 19th century brewery architectural styles once common in
Philadelphia brewing neighborhoods like Kensington, Germantown, and Brewerytown, as well
as in the other brewing centers like Chicago and Milwaukee. While the complex was not
designed by a single architect, those who participated in the design of its individual buildings,
alterations and additions succeeded in creating a cohesive, functional and attractive showcase for
brewing. The two primary architects for the complex were Jacob Herold and Kurt W. Peuckert.
Herold, who designed several of the buildings in the 1880s, was a prolific Philadelphia industrial
architect who designed several other Philadelphia breweries after his work for Rieger & Gretz.
He designed new construction, alterations, and additions for the Rieger & Gretz complex and his
name is included on the marble plaque on the Ice House.25 Kurt W. Peuckert was another prolific
brewery and industrial architect in Philadelphia in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Before
designing for Rieger & Gretz, he worked for the famous brewery architect Otto C. Wolf.
Peuckert’s partnership with Clarence Wunder produced many of the Philadelphia region’s
brewery buildings.26 In addition, Peuckert often used builder Philip Haibach for the work at
Rieger & Gretz. Haibach was another prolific figure in brewery construction, acting as the
builder for new brewery construction in Philadelphia as well as additions and alterations. In fact,
much of the construction performed at the brewery between 1900 and the start of Prohibition was
done by Haibach.27
One major character-defining features of the brewery complex is the use of round arches
for many of its windows. This rounded-arch style, known as the German Rundbogenstil
25
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Romanesque Revival, is a popular architectural feature of many of the larger 19th century
breweries in the United States. The Rundbogenstil style originated in Germany in the first half of
the 19th century and became a staple of brewery, corporate, and church architecture in America in
the second half of the 19th century.28 The only other Philadelphia brewery on the Philadelphia
Register of Historic Places, the Louis Bergdoll Brewery designed by Otto C. Wolf, also makes
use of the Rundbogenstil style.29 The use of these arches is most evident in the second story
windows of the Tavern and adjacent Bottling House, the Brew House, and the Engine Room.
The current state of the buildings of the William Gretz Brewing Company complex is
visibly deteriorated after fifty years of abandonment and neglect. However, the general form of
the complex itself has not changed since the 1950s. The buildings that make up the complex and
that functioned as integral parts of the brewing process still retain the integrity to communicate
the brewing process as it was practiced from the late 19th to the mid-20th century. Each of the
buildings was designed for an express purpose and the buildings still provide unique, tangible
insight into lager beer brewing of the time they were in operation. During their tenures as
operators of the brewery, Rieger and Gretz both paid special attention to the production
efficiency of the buildings. While William Gretz, Jr. was using his engineering education to
design the brewing equipment for the brewery, Rieger and Gretz were hiring some of the
foremost brewery and industrial complex architects and builders to modernize and expand their
buildings.
The modernity and efficiency of the brewing operation is manifested in the buildings
themselves. Early in the life of the brewery, Rieger and Gretz hired Jacob Herold to design the
two-story Bottling House (Building 6)30, the four-story Beer Cellar (Building 4), and the twostory Engine House (Building 9).31 According to the 1958 Sanborn maps, these buildings all
likely functioned in their original capacity with little alteration until the brewery shut down in
1961. The majority of the expansion included more beer cellars and larger bottling plants as
production at the brewery increased. In addition, out-of-date features of the brewery, like stables
and wooden tanks, were reconstructed or replaced to accommodate expansion and
modernization.
28
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Criterion H: Owing to its unique location or singular physical characteristic, represents
and established and familiar visual feature of the neighborhood, community, or city.

Though its form has evolved over time, a brewing complex has occupied the intersection
of Germantown Avenue and Oxford Street since 1858. The present the Gretz Brewery complex
is a highly conspicuous presence in the South Kensington neighborhood of North Philadelphia
and is one of the area’s major landmarks. Its iconic smokestack is visible from much of the
surrounding community, with its “Gretz beer” ghost signage as a surviving vestige of a onceubiquitous Philadelphia brand name. Since the brewery ceased operations in 1961, very few
significant changes have been made to the complex and it stands today much as it did for the last
century.
Recently, the Gretz Brewery complex has been in the local news and on local
preservation blogs as the neighborhood surrounding the brewery has begun to be rehabilitated.
As the brewery is one of the most prominent and recognizable features of the community,
questions regarding its state of disrepair and the possibility of preservation and rehabilitation
have been raised by those interested in bringing the complex back to life.32
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Figure 36: Undated advertisement for early brewery operations on the site (courtesy Michael
Gretz, Jr.).

Figure 37: Undated letterhead for Rieger & Gretz Tivoli Brewery (courtesy Michael Gretz, Jr.).

Figure 38: Undated letterhead for Rieger & Gretz Brewing Co. (courtesy Michael Gretz, Jr.).
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Figure 39: Undated German-language advertisement (courtesy Michael Gretz, Jr.).

Figure 40: Prohibition-era “near-beer” cereal beverage label (courtesy Michael Gretz, Jr.).
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Figure 41: Poster (c. 1935) announcing canned Gretz beer (courtesy Michael Gretz, Jr.).
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Figure 42: 1952 trade journal advertisement promoting new “flat top can” announcing canned
Gretz beer (courtesy Michael Gretz, Jr.).
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Figure 43: Images of c.1941 Gretz billboard campaign in Philadelphia (courtesy Michael Gretz,
Jr.).

Figure 44: Gretz “Calvalcade of Girls” television program newsclipping (courtesy Michael
Gretz, Jr.).
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Figure 45: Undated Gretz Beer advertisement (courtesy Michael Gretz, Jr.).

Figure 46: Undated Gretz Beer advertisement (courtesy Michael Gretz, Jr.).
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Figure 47: Undated Gretz Beer advertisement (courtesy Michael Gretz, Jr.).

Figure 48: Undated Gretz Beer advertisement (courtesy Michael Gretz, Jr.).
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