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EmberClear drops
plans for gas plant
in S. Heidelberg

DIVIDED BYWAY

By Matthew Nojiri
Reading Eagle
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South Ninth Street starts in the heart of Reading but dead-ends in a remote section of Cumru Township, where it causes headaches for police and road crews because it is effectively cut off from the rest of the municipality.

City street with sketchy past
is a road to nearly nowhere
Take a ride down South Ninth Street and you’ll be out of town before you know it
By Andrew Wagaman
Reading Eagle
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South Ninth Street leaves
Reading in a hurry but
doesn’t go very far.
Less than a mile from
where it meets Penn Street,
the road ascends Neversink
Mountain, winds along its
west side and enters Cumru
Township.
In another half mile, it
dead-ends.
There are no two-hour
parking signs back here, just
bumps and cracks and a camera to catch illegal dumpers.
Among the brush are remnants of the White House Hotel, a pre-Prohibition tavern
that straddled the ReadingCumru border.
To the southwest, the

mountain falls off steeply to Reading
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A. Druzba. It ran down
through the Poplar Neck of
Lonely highway
the Schuylkill River to what’s
The road opened in 1753, now Route 724, serving as a
according to historian Paul southern route to and from

the city.
Once called White House
Road, it “came in for its share
of killings,” according to a
1939 Reading Eagle article
“Tragedy Mountain.” The story recalled a long-ago murder of a Gibraltar merchant
“robbed and brutally beaten
on the lonely highway.”
“It was dark and foggy, and
the only sound on the road
came from the rumbling of the
wheels and the steady trot of
his horses. Death rode with
the merchant that night...”
Somewhere off the Cumru
section of road was a rocky
overlook called Lover’s
Leap. Legend has it that two
Lenape lovers with family
drama jumped to their deaths
in the river below.
[ See Short Cumru >>> A3 ]

TODAY

The $1 billion natural gas
project that inspired an uproar from residents in South
Heidelberg Township is not
coming to the municipality,
or anywhere else in Berks
County, a company official
said Friday.
Citing concerns about the
time needed for permits and
community feedback, EmberClear Corp. decided to stop
pursuing the project, said
James Palumbo, a project
manager for the company.
The company’s purchase
option for the 63-acre farm
ﬁeld on Mountain Home Road
and Krick Lane has also expired, township officials said.
In March, EmberClear received preliminary approval
for plans for a facility to turn
natural gas into 87-octane
gasoline and propane. The
company needed many more
regulatory approvals before
moving ahead, but hoped to
begin construction as early as
mid-2015, officials said.
The farm ﬁeld was a great
ﬁnd, Palumbo said, since the
company had an agreement
with the Sunoco Logistics
terminal in nearby Spring
Township to buy and store
the gasoline produced at the
new facility.
“You weren’t creating a facility from scratch,” Palumbo
said.
The project would have
required 900 to 1,200 construction jobs and another 150
people to operate the facility
once it was built, company ofﬁcials said.
Palumbo credited the township, county and economic
development officials who
worked with the company as
it submitted its plan.
Despite the disappointment
about EmberClear, there are
still prospects for energy companies in Berks County, said
Jon Scott, president and CEO
of Greater Reading Economic
Partnership.
“It depends on the specifics of each individual project,”
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EmberClear is no longer
pursuing a $1 billion natural gas
project in South Heidelberg
Township, company officials
said. The proposal led to
concerns from some residents
about how the project would
affect their neighborhood.

Scott said. “There could be
some very good, promising
opportunities for Berks County as we go forward.”
Palumbo said the company
hoped to work on neighborhood concerns related to
lighting, stormwater runoff
and the overall site plan. He
said the outright opposition
from some residents was
harder to address, he said.
“We want to work with the
populace and be a part of it
and that just wasn’t going to
happen,” he said.
Residents living near the
proposed site formed a community group to challenge the
project. They also submitted
an ordinance to the township
for review about how the site
off Krick Lane and Mountain
Home Road should be used.
“I think our lives have
changed,” said resident Sal
Franco who is part of the community group that fought the
project. “We have to remain
on top of things and have to
remain involved about what’s
going on at the township and
planning commission.
“We’re just staying on top
of what’s going on in the community and hopefully we can
keep things that are detrimental to the health of residents
out of here.”
Contact Matthew Nojiri: 610-3715062 or mnojiri@readingeagle.com.
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FEELING BOXED IN

BILLINGSLEY EXCITED
ABOUT ‘NEW CHAPTER’

A VINTNER IS PUTTING
DOWN ROOTS IN BERKS

PROGRESSIVES SEEK
STRENGTH IN NUMBERS

Berks resident Chad Billingsley has a “new elbow” and is
looking forward to joining the
Phillies rotation. C1

Workers are busy transforming 54 acres of farmland near
Krumsville into the Folino Estate Winery. A8

Despite recent GOP gains, the
prevailing sentiment at a gathering in Harrisburg is ready on
the left. B1

A common question on job
applications poses a big problem for former offenders. A
national initiative that has
made its way to Reading aims
to deal with the problem.

Weather report
Cloudy and not as cold,
winds: SSW 3-6 mph. A10
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Islamic State says airstrike killed American
Jordan denies and U.S. questions the claim
about female hostage from Arizona
Th e A s s o c i at e d P r e s s

BEIRUT — Islamic State
extremists claimed that an
American woman held hostage by the group was killed
Friday in a Jordanian airstrike in northern Syria, but
the government of Jordan
dismissed the statement as
“criminal propaganda” and
the U.S. said it had not seen
any evidence to corroborate
the report.
The woman was identiﬁed
as Kayla Jean Mueller, an
American who went to Syria

to do aid work, but there was
no independent veriﬁcation
of the militants’ claim.
The statement appeared
on a militant website commonly used by the group
and was also distributed by
Islamic State-affiliated Twitter users.
Mueller, 26, of Prescott,
Ariz., is the only known remaining U.S. hostage held by
the Islamic State group.
If the death is confirmed,
she would be the fourth American to die while being held by
Islamic State militants. Three

of a hostage. They released a
video Tuesday showing Jordanian air force Lt. Muath
al-Kaseasbeh, also 26, being
burned to death in a cage in
gruesome images that caused
outrage in Jordan and the rest
of the region.
Al-Kaseasbeh, whose F-16
came down in December
while conducting airstrikes
as part of a campaign against
the militants by a U.S.-led coalition, was believed to have
been killed in early January.
Friday’s statement said Mueller was killed in the militants’ stronghold of Raqqa in
northern Syria during Muslim
prayers — which usually take
place around midday — in
airstrikes that targeted “the

other Americans — journalists James
Fo l e y a n d
Steven Sotloff, and aid
worker Peter
Kassig — were
Kayla Mueller beheaded by
the group.
Journalist Austin Tice, of
Houston, Texas, disappeared
in August 2012 while covering Syria’s civil war. It’s not
clear what entity is holding
him, but it is not believed to
be the Islamic State group or
the Syrian government, his
family has said.
The announcement was the
second time this week that extremists announced the death

same location for more than
an hour.”
It published photos purportedly of the bombed site,
showing a severely damaged
three-story building, but offered no proof or images of
Mueller.
The statement said no Islamic State militants were
killed in the airstrikes, raising further questions about
the veracity of the claim.
Jordanian government
spokesman Mohammed alMomani said it was investigating.
“But as a ﬁrst reaction, we
think it’s illogical and we are
highly skeptical about it. How
could they identify a Jordanian warplane ... in the sky?

What was the American lady
doing in a weapons warehouse?” al-Momani said.
“It’s part of their criminal
propaganda. They have lied
that our pilot is alive and tried
to negotiate, claiming he is
alive while they had killed him
weeks before,” he added.
American officials said they
also were looking into the report.
Bernadette Meehan, the
spokeswoman for President
Barack Obama’s National Security Council, said the White
House has “not at this time
seen any evidence that corroborates” the claim.
“We are obviously deeply
concerned by these reports,”
she added.

Short Cumru Twp. road
has long, sketchy history
[ From A1 >>> ]
Neversink Mountain was
home to ﬁve hotels between
1880 and 1930. In 1890, the
Neversink Railway opened.
Customers bought tickets at
Roland’s Cigar Store at Ninth
and Penn streets and took a
trolley up to the White House
Hotel, where they switched
to a steam locomotive to go
farther up the mountain.
The railway only lasted 11
years, but the White House
was there for much longer.
Gen. George M. Keim built it
in the 1830s, according to historian George M. Meiser IX.
It was known as Fisherman’s
Retreat. A bottling works was
later built across the street.
The hotel flourished in
the late 19th century under
proprietor John L. Lawrence.
Lawrence was a friend of boxer John L. Sullivan, the ﬁrst
American athlete to make $1
million. When Sullivan visited,
everyone headed up South
Ninth Street for a few beers.
The hotel didn’t survive
Prohibition, but the building
remained into the 1930s.

Peace and quiet
There are two properties off
South Ninth Street in Cumru today. Empire Services
(formerly Empire Wrecking
Co.) owns 100 acres, where
it mines dirt to use for backfill for demolition projects.
David and Shannon Kocher,
who board horses, live on the
10-acre property at the end of
the road.
Shannon, 50, exercises the
horses on 30 acres leased
from NRG Energy Inc. farther
down on the mountain and
the Berks Conservancy trails
higher up on the mountain.
David, 53, likes to explore

the off-trail areas of the
mountain, with permission
from other property owners.
He carries a pencil and sketch
pad and shares drawings of
wildlife with friends on Facebook.
The Kochers cherish the
peace and quiet.
“You get into some of the
hollows up there, and you
can’t hear a thing,” David said.
“It’s unique, with the city right
there.”
Sometimes, though, they
get accidental visitors.
Tractor-trailers occasionally stray down the road, with
no place to turn around. Some
get stuck trying to turn by
the Kochers’ driveway and
require towing. The Kochers
can only shake their heads.
“One guy last year actually
backed out all the way from
READING EAGLE: BILL UHRICH
our driveway to the city,” David said. “And in the snow. He South Ninth Street starts in Reading and dead-ends in Cumru Township where it is a magnet for illegal activities including dumping,
was pretty good.”
prostitution and drug use.

Inconvenient for Cumru
Bob McNichols has 75
miles of road to maintain in
Cumru Township. To get to
the 2,800 feet at the end of
South Ninth Street, the public works superintendent and
his crew have to travel more
than 3 miles outside of the
township.
When the West Shore Bypass
was ﬁnished in 1965, it bisected
what was then called Route 147
into South Ninth Street and
Poplar Neck Road. That cut off
access from Route 724.
In 1972 Cumru vacated a
section of South Ninth along
the northern end of MetEd-owned property. But the
township is still responsible
for about a half-mile stretch
of road.
On snowy mornings, a crew
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plows the Overbrook subdivision before driving a 3-ton
plow truck through Kenhorst,
across the Bingaman Street
Bridge, up Laurel Street and
to South Ninth.
Plowing the narrow road
with its steep drop-off is
nerve-wracking, McNichols
said. A softer area of snow
that suddenly gives way to a
plow can cause the truck to
slide sideways. And pre-storm
salt doesn’t stick so well on
roads lightly traveled.
“During that blizzard in 2010,
one of my guys got caught up
there and had to wait three
hours for another guy to come
pull him out,” McNichols said.
“He was lucky he didn’t go over
the bank.”
Winter weather is just one
problem. The road’s so beaten
up that it can’t simply be paved
over. And changing it to gravel
could cause even more problems during heavy rainstorms.
A 2001 ﬂash ﬂood already took
out some of the road.
The Cumru police depart-

ment is responsible for patrolling the street. Police
Chief Jed Habecker said ofﬁcers check the area as often
as possible. But he admitted
the street poses logistical
problems.
“It’s pretty hard to get to in
a hurry,” Habecker said.
The calls usually relate
to dumping or trespassing.
While patrolling, police encounter prostitution and drug
users, neither of which are
new issues to South Ninth.
Multiple sources said prostitution is actually much rarer
today. It’s a hard offense to
prove, of course. But police
have spoiled enough fun and
arrested enough participants
for other offenses that Lover’s
Lane traffic has dwindled.

Outside help
Cumru Township Manager
Jeanne Johnston calls the
township’s lack of access to a
site within its borders an unusual, quirky circumstance.
She would like PennDOT
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to build a ramp off the West
Shore Bypass to the South
Ninth Street area, between
the Lancaster Avenue and Interstate 176 exits. Three times,
PennDOT has denied even an
emergency access.
Reading brieﬂy considered
annexing the stretch of South
Ninth Street in 2008 when
several major projects were
proposed for South Reading.
But discussion ﬁzzled along
with the projects.
The city, county and state
have worked together to curb
South Ninth Street’s dumping problem. The state Department of Environmental
Protection’s Clean Up Our
American Lands and Streams
program funded an extensive
cleanup of the slope in 2008.
Crews removed everything
from RV campers to completely stripped kitchens,
Berks County Solid Waste
Authority Executive Director Jane Meeks said.
Frank B. Denbowski, the
special assistant to Mayor
Vaughn D. Spencer who oversees efforts to keep the area
clean, said about 80 tons of
trash was removed.
“It was like a landfill,” he
said.
Today, a few piles of tires

A beautiful place
Ed Wiswesser knows South
Ninth Street. His groosseldre,
or grandparents, built their
homestead where the Kochers now live. He revisited the
place with Meiser a few years
ago and it brought back fond
memories.
“Before I started school, I
spent most of my time there,”
the 97-year-old Reading man
said recently. “I’d roam all
around Point Lookout and
Klapperthal Junction. It’s a
beautiful place full of history.
I loved it.”
Wiswesser’s grandfather,
Eduard, a German immigrant,
was an accomplished pianist.
Some nights he’d play and
sing at the White House Hotel.
The story goes that he’d keep
performing as long as they
kept the beer coming.
“Finally they would decide
he’d had enough,” Wiswesser
said. “They’d help get him on
his horse, and he’d sing his
whole way back to the homestead.”
Contact Andrew Wagaman: 610-3715095 or awagaman@readingeagle.com.
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are scattered here and there,
but the slope looks pretty
good even naked in the winter.
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series presents:

POWER OF ATTORNEY OVERVIEW
Presented by: William Blumer, CELA
What you should know about having a
Power of Attorney and recent changes in PA Law.

Thursday, February 12 at 6:30 pm
St. Joseph Medical Center, Bern Campus • Register: 610-374-3195, x208

