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October 4, 2017 
 
Dear Fellow Members and Friends of the Berks History Center, 
 
Bugs! South Florida is host to many kinds: creeping, flying, stinging, but 
mostly annoying. Imagine my surprise when one bit me, totally changing my 
life almost thirty years ago, bringing joy and happiness that continue today. 
Of course, that was the genealogy bug!! Who knew ancestors could light 
such a fire within? Only those who have been bitten know the feeling. 
My mother experienced it many years before I did. She spent much time 

gathering birth, death, and marriage information from court house records 

and reading letters to and from family members with whom she was 

acquainted. She traveled all around in her little red Chevette, looking under 

as many stones as she could, to fill in the blank spaces on the family tree. 

Berks County information came from my father, who was born and raised in 

Reading.  

My mother was thrilled when I decided to pick up where she left off, taking 

her collected albums and scrap books with me to Florida, so that I could 

continue to research our family tree. When I set all of those family treasures 

up in my Jupiter home I realized that I was too distant from our valuable 

connections in Berks County. Thankfully, a cousin opened my eyes!  

All it took was her suggestion to use the internet to connect to the Berks 

History Center (BHC). The miles didn't matter! Wonderful resources were 

available to me without having to leave my home. Some of my "brick walls" 

came down after discovering the research opportunities available online and 

with the help of the BHC’s knowledgeable archival assistants.  

One very important discovery has made a huge impact on my family. 

Through information obtained from the BHC, we discovered that my 5th 

great-grandfather, Sheriff Henry Vanderslice, played an important role in the 

birth of our nation. I was excited to learn that the Founding Fathers in 

Philadelphia sent a copy of the Declaration of Independence to Sheriff 

Vanderslice. At their direction, my great-grandfather read that important 

document at high noon on the 8th of July, 1776 to the people of Reading, 

letting them know that our independence was beginning.  

My cousins and I were so moved by it all, that with the gracious help of the 

BHC, we recreated that historic event on Saturday, July 8, 2006, calling it our 

“Reading in Reading.” After a hugely successful event in 2006, we 

reconvened this year on July 8, 2017. Again with the help of the BHC, my 

family and I (Patty in Tennessee, Mike and Pat in Berks County and me in 

Florida) organized a celebration of Vanderslice history at the BHC.  
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Although our beloved Patty passed away in May, we felt her presence in the BHC’s Connor 

Auditorium that Saturday morning. The room was filled with fellow BHC members and Vanderslice 

descendants from Texas, Florida, Massachusetts, New Jersey, Maryland and Pennsylvania. We even 

had a family member named Vanderslice make it to the celebration this year!! 

Thanks to the BHC my family was able to honor the role our great grandfather played in Berks 

County’s history. In the future, I know we will be able to get the same assistance from our BHC 

friends because that’s what they do…preserve the legacy of Berks County. Funds donated to the 

BHC make it possible for them to preserve Berks County’s history and to have a place where all 

members of the Berks County community can celebrate and be enriched by the legacy they share.  

Please join me in supporting the Berks History Center with a donation of $50.00, or one within your 

means, so that the Berks History Center can continue to create a space for families like mine to 

discover their Berks County history! I'll make mine, how about you??? I don't mean to "bug" you, 

but please consider it!! 

Sincerely, 

 

 

Phyllis Witman Kelly 
Berks History Center Member  
 

 

Left: The Vanderslice Family at the Berks History Center program on July 8, 2017. Right: The “Berks County’s Liberty Bell,” which Henry 

Vanderslice rang on July 8, 1776.  

 

 

 


