


















































churches. As with his support of Roman Catholic causes like Sacred Heart Hospital, his
gifts were non-sectarian. Instead, he looked to whether a community as a whole would

benefit from the church activity. An African-American religious leader from
Harrisburg, Bishop M. L. Blalock, approached Trexler and asked his help in building a
church in Allentown for black people. Trexler responded, "Bishop, I think it is a good
idea. If we can have our colored folks affiliate themselves with a church, I know they
will be good citizens. I'll do it!" Although he gave Blalock the money to purchase a
lot at 410 Union Street, Trexler never got to see the results, dying before St. James
African-Methodist-Episcopal Church was erected.

Trexler was also always ready to lend assistance to individuals who made personal
appeals for aid. Erwin Braker, a long-time Allentown insurance salesman, was a

schoolteacher in the 1920's in a one-room schoolhouse in rural Northampton County.

"Squire" Percy Fenstermacher, J. Erik Linde, and General Trexler

Braker liked to tell his family of how he went to Trexler out of concern for one of his
students, a gifted young man with a calling for the ministry but a family too short of
funds to send him to seminary.

Knowing of Trexler's reputation, Braker approached him one day when he spied the
general walking in his orchard. Seeing Braker approach, Trexler raised his hand as if
warning him to halt. In the conversation, spoken in the Pennsylvania German dialect

(like most people of his generation in the Lehigh Valley, Trexler was conversant in
English and 'Dutch') that followed, Trexler heard out Broker's request, then asked to
see the young man. After judging the boy's earnestness himself, Trexler agreed to pay
the young man's tuition and give the lad a real education. As always, he warned that

he did not want any publicity about the gift.
There are many similar stories.
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Benner states that Trexler did not mind people approaching him for money. Local
panhandlers knew he could be a soft touch for a quarter. Once, a total stranger walked

into his office with a promissory note. "I was at the Lehigh Valley Trust Bank and they
told me they would loan me $300 if you would endorse my note/' the man said. "Now
isn't that nice of the bank!" quipped Trexler. "You go back to the bank and tell them that I
will lend you $300 if they will endorse the note." He was generous, but not foolish.

Trexler also could be tough about money when he thought it necessary. During the
Depression, he refused to aid the Ridge Avenue Savings and Loan, a small distressed
bank in Allentown's poor Sixth Ward. The bank was forced to close and its depositors
lost their money.

Trexler also had a fierce temper, which he admitted got him into trouble. He could
be explosive. Benner recalls that while most of the time Trexler was in control of his
temper, his anger sometimes reached levels of a breach of the peace. As a result, he

was ordered to pay damages after people who said they were victims of his wrath filed
lawsuits against him. Those judgments must have been serious embarrassments to a

man of his pride and standing.
The only detailed account of an outbreak of Trexler's temper occurred between him

and local businessman Samuel Traylor Sr., during World War I.

Trexler, the owner of Traylor Engineering and Manufacturing and later the Hotel
Traylor, entered into a business deal with Trexler to sell artillery shells to the British.
During a meeting with Bethlehem Steel executives about the deal, Trexler blew up and
said, "I wish I had never gone in with that damn Traylor outfit!"

Traylor demanded that Trexler take back that remark. If he refused, Traylor was
more than willing to buy him out. Trexler realized quickly that he had let his temper
blind him to a good business opportunity. He asked Traylor if they could go across the
hall and discuss it in private. "Sam," Traylor quotes Trexler as saying when they were

alone, "you're a bigger man than I thought you were. I forgot myself and want to

offer an apology. I am really sorry for what happened in there." Traylor accepted
Trexlefs apology and the two went on to profit on the deal.

The construction of PP&Us Tower on Hamilton Street in the 1920's was critical in
defining Allentown as a city with a skyscraper at its center. It wasn't easy to accomplish

that feat. First Trexler had to fight off a strong effort by others on the board to move
the corporate headquarters to Hazleton, Pennsylvania.

Once that was settled, Trexler selected the site at the southwest comer of 9th and
Hamilton streets, then occupied by the Martins, a family whose roots went back to the
founding days of the community. The so-called Martin mansion that stood on the cor-

ner was a local landmark.

Mrs. Martin, the matriarch of the family, refused even the most generous offers. She

told everyone that her eyesight was not what it once was and that in a new house
things would just be so different that relocating would make it difficult for her to get
around. So Trexler moved PP&Us headquarters to a site across the street, on the north-

west comer.

Nobody knows who selected the architect for the 22-story tower, but it's hard to
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imagine Trexler not playing some role, even if it was just as a member of PP&Us
board. Regardless, the choice of Harvey Wiley Corbett was brilliant. A father of the
"stripped classic" style skyscraper, Corbet rejected the idea that a tall building needed to
be topped by an Egyptian pyramid, Greek temple or Roman goddess, but Corbet

Erection of PP&L building,1927
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believed modem times called for modem buildings. At the time the PP&L project was
underway, many people viewed the design as radical, but it has stood the test of time
for over three quarters of a century as a piece of striking architecture.

The on-site architect was Wallace K. Harrison, who would later become famous for

the projects he did for the Rockefeller family, including the United Nations building
andLincoln Center. Perhaps it was Harrison, who knew of the passion of John D.

Rockefeller Jr/s wife Abby for modem art, who got PP&L to agree to place bas-relief
sculptures on the building by Ukrainian-born abstract sculptor Alexander Archipenko
(1887-1964). A contemporary of Picasso in Paris, he had come to America in the
1920's and was desperate for commissions.

The tower represented the ideal of consolidation, bringing together all of the various
parts of the company and putting them in one place. The skyscraper must have
pleased Trexler, whatever his Victorian soul thought about it as architecture. Erecting
the largest building in Pennsylvania, north of Philadelphia, in his hometown, had to
have been a source of pride for Trexler. But his sense of humor kept things in propor-

tion. A stranger on the street one day asked him how many people worked in the PP&L
tower. "About half," Trexler quickly quipped.

By 1929 Trexlefs holdings were worth over $50 million, an enormous amount when
Allentown's mayor earned $100 a week. With a fortune like that, it is no wonder that
Trexler began to think about how it would be administered after his death, a question
all the more important since the Trexlers were childless. Everything would pass to
Mary, of course, if he preceded her in death, and he would remember a few family
members with bequests. But the great bulk, he decided, would be placed in a charita-
ble trust to be known as the Trexler Trust, administered by a board of the community's
most capable and prominent citizens. The gift of his Springwood estate to the city for
use as a park and the gift of the Game Preserve to the county were a part of the Last
Will and Testament he signed on April 15,1929, when the Hoover Bull Market had
spiked stocks to an all-time high.

Benner, however, notes Trexler began to have second thoughts about the provisions

of his will almost as soon as he signed it. He feared that tying up the money in a trust
in perpetuity would result in a "static bureaucracy/' no longer mindful of its role as a
benefactor to the community and existing only for itself and not for the good it was
meant to serve. A better idea, Trexler told Benner, would be to organize the terms so all

of the trust's capital and assets would be spent down to zero over 25 years. "But he was

in such good health/' wrote Benner, "that he kept procrastinating, and he never got

around to making the contemplated changes-particularly on the idea of changing
from an estate to go on in perpetuity to a terminal one."

Although always an astute investor, never known to be a speculator, Trexler was

caught as off-balance as the rest of the financial leadership of the country when the
stock market crashed on October 28,1929, and the Great Depression followed. Asked
about how he was doing, Trexler liked to tell the story of the frugal Pennsylvania
German lady to whom he once asked the same question. "Why, all right." she replied,

Tou know, General, I have always lived as though there was a depression."
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