
Original Calvary Presbyterian Church building designed by Fraser 

Fraser home at 101 Main Street was built by Caleb Clothier 

History Corner ~ Following Fraser 

By Dorothy Talavera 
In September 2005 the following article appeared in The Chronicle :    John Fraser 

had it all. The well traveled Scottish-born architect was the founder of a prestigious 

firm in Philadelphia. He had designed such notable buildings as the Union League 

in the city, and four Christ Episcopal Church buildings for the small riverfront town 

where he lived with his family. (The' original Episcopal sanctuary building was 

moved to Parry Street in Palmyra, where it still stands.) . He was a pillar of the 

community, serving on the Riverton School Board, and in many church offices. A 

man with political connections, he was the first superintendent of the Bureau of 

Engraving and Printing in Washington, DC, and had acted as Supervisory Architect 

of the Treasury. He maintained offices 

in Washington, DC and Philadelphia.  

            Fraser and his family lived at 

101 Main Street. The children were all 

baptized at Christ Episcopal Church in 

Riverton in the baptismal fount 

donated by their father. They attended 

the Riverton School. Fraser was an 

accomplished organist, and devoted 

father. He was a kind and generous 

man.  

  Along with several influential friends, 

Fraser established the Calvary Presbyterian Church, where he served as a trustee. 

He designed a Gothic wood frame sanctuary building for the comer of Fourth and 

Lippincott to house a 

growing congregation. 

What a list of personal 

triumphs! But his heart was 

heavy. By the time our 

original chur.ch building 

was dedicated in 1878, 

Fraser and his wife Sophie 

had buried four of their 

precious children. Their 

firstborn, Agnes, named for 

her grandmother, died 

before her second birthday 



Memorial window in the Calvary narthex 

Church members on front steps of Union League building in 
Philadelphia 

in 1860. Sophie Cecilia died at 

age 6 just two weeks after the 

end of the Civil War. Less than a 

dozen years later, two year-old 

Marie Elizabeth succumbed to 

illness exactly ten days after her 

ten year-old sister Anna 

Augusta.  

In their grief, the Fraser family 

placed a breathtaking three 

panel stained glass window in 

the wooden church. A panel of 

Jesus with the little children is 

flanked by colorful views of 

women and children. Perhaps 

their daughters' sweet faces are 

among them. Oddly, the 

dedication only lists three of the 

four little girls. When the 

wooden church was replaced by 

a new stone structure, the 

window was painstakingly placed in what is our present day narthex.  

            Fraser died at age 81, having outlived 5 of his 6 children, including his only 

son. He is reported to have died in 

"reduced circumstances", leaving no 

estate. The close and loving family is 

buried together at Woodlands 

Cemetery in Philadelphia.  

 Recently, members of the 

WOCLES (the Calvary book club) 

and others toured the Union League 

building to see this example of 
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building is classic French 

Renaissance-style.  Its familiar 1865 

brick and brownstone façade has 

imposing twin circular staircases 

leading to the main entrance.  This building is dramatically different from the 

church buildings he designed for Riverton. 


