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 Bloomsburg has the unique dist inct ion of being the only "town" in  Pennsylvania.  It  

became a town due to the effor ts of Char les R. Buckalew of Bloomsburg, member  of the 

Pennsylvania Senate, who authored the legislat ion.  March 4, 1995, is the 125th anniversary 

when the state legislatu re enacted the law t ransforming Bloom Township in to the Town of 

Bloomsburg.  The act  st ipu lated:  "The town of Bloomsburg in  the county of Columbia shall 

hereafter  include all the ter r itory now included with in the limits of Bloom township in  said 

county and shall possess in  addit ion to the organizat ion and powers of a township, a town 

organizat ion and government , under  the provisions of th is act ." 

 People often ask, why is Bloomsburg a town and not  a borough?  The answer , in  par t , 

comes from circumstances sur rounding the size of Bloom Township.  The township created in  

1797 was in it ially par t  of Nor thumber land County from which Columbia County was formed in 

1813.  It  was one of the or iginal twelve townships that  compr ised the establishment  of 

Columbia County.  In  its ear ly years, Bloom Township was rather  large; its boundar ies were 

Fishing Creek to the nor th and west  and to the east  to Br iar  Creek township, and south along 

the Susquehanna River .  However , over  t ime the size of Bloom Township became much smaller  

with sect ions being carved out  to create in  par t  or  totally the townships of Mt . Pleasant  (1818), 

Orange (1840), Center  (1844) and Scot t  (1853).  By 1870 there was a growing demand from the 

cit izens living in  Bloomsburg that  it  shou ld become a municipality.  The township's  popu lat ion 

increased from 2,668 in 1860 to 3,339 in 1870; th is growth of twenty-five percent  occurred 

main ly in  Bloomsburg.  Since the Bloom township was rather  small in  size, people felt  that  if 

Bloomsburg became a municipality, there was not  enough area or  popu lat ion left  to suppor t  the 

cont inuance of a township.  To solve th is problem, Senator  Buckalew proposed that  the 

legislatu re make Bloomsburg a town encompassing all of the area of Bloom Township.  This 

decision to create the "town of Bloomsburg" was similar  to the pract ice followed in New England 

states. 

 The law provided for  a town government  consist ing of a council with six members and a 

president  (commonly called the mayor).  The length of term was one year  for  council members 

and the president .  Council members were elected at  large.  Five and half weeks after  the 

enactment  of the law, the first  town government  elect ion occurred on Apr il 12, 1870.  There 

were two sets of candidates:  the "People's t icket" consist ing of Elias Mendenhall for  President  

of Council and Char les G. Barkely, Caleb Bar ton, Eli jah R. Ikeler , Joseph Sharpless, and Simon 

C. Shive for  council.  The Democrats nominated Rober t  F. Clark  for  President  of Council and 

Will iam B. Koons, Stephen Knorr , and Freder ick  C. Eyer  for  council.  In  a close contest , 
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Mendenhall, a merchant , received 213 votes and defeated at torney Rober t  F. Clark  by a margin 

of eleven votes to become the first  presdient  of town council.  Char les Barkely, an at torney, 

garnered 429 votes, the h ighest  number  of votes for  a council seat .  The other  elected council 

members were:  Eyer , a merchant ; Koons, a hotel keeper ; Knorr , a blacksmith and 

wagonmaker ; Bar ton, a farmer ; and Sharpless, owner  of a foundry and machine shop.  The 

elect ion produced a town council with its six members evenly divided between the People's 

Ticket  and Democrats. 

 Vote reform was really a second factor  that  prompted Senator  Buckalew's decision to draft  

special legislat ion for  mak ing Bloomsburg a town.  By foregoing the law for  establish ing 

boroughs, a new law creat ing the town of Bloomsburg provided the oppor tunity to in t roduce a 

new vot ing procedure, known as "cumulat ive vot ing."  It  was a polit ical reform long advocated 

by Buckalew.  It  gave a voter  as many votes as the number  of individuals that  were to be 

elected to an office, such as a town council.  The Bloomsburg Town Act  st ipu lated:  "When six 

persons are to be chosen each voter  may give one vote to each of six persons, one vote and half 

to each of four , two votes to each of the three, three votes to each of two, or  six votes to one."  

The idea behind th is new method of vot ing was to permit  a voter  to dist r ibu te or  concentrate 

h is six votes as he thought  best , bu t  when he voted for  more than one candidate, he had to give 

equal suppor t  to those he voted for .   The elect ion of the Bloomsburg town council and its 

president  was the first  t ime in the country's h istory to use cumulat ive vot ing system.   

 John G. Freeze, a prominent  Bloomsburg at torney and close fr iend to Buckalew, wrote 

that  th is new way of vot ing ". . . wil l pur ify elect ions, establish just ice in  representat ion, elevate 

the tone of public l ife and give addit ional credit  and lust re to the system of government  by the 

people which is our  proudest  boast , and our  best  legacy for  those who come after  us."  A major  

argument  suppor t ing cumulat ive vot ing rested on the belief that  it  wou ld assure two par ty 

representat ion and to prevent  a polit ical par ty from winning all the seats on the council.  

Therefore, it  cou ld prevent  the inherent  dangers from a situat ion in  which one polit ical par ty 

cou ld win all of the seats and have absolu te control over  the ent ire council.  The Bloomsburg 

newspaper , The Columbia and Democrat, in  an editor ial praised the idea of cumulat ive vot ing:   

 Our  town elect ion on Tuesday last  (Apr il 12) tested the mer it  of  
reformed vot ing in  a sat isfactory manner  and gave to it  the sanct ion of 
popu lar  opin ion for  the fu ture.  Theoret ically it  had been accepted by 
reflect ing men in our  community as just  and expedient , bu t  as an untr ied 
plan it  was st i l l  open to quest ion among the mass of our  people.  Now, all 
doubts of its u t i l i ty, fairness and pract icabil ity have disappeared." 

The newspaper  believed th is new method of vot ing const itu ted an impor tant  polit ical reform 

effor t .  It  meant  an individual vote wou ld not  be lost  in  the outcome of the elect ion and bet ter  

candidates wou ld be elected. 
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The best  men can be selected as candidates and elected.  Availabil ity, a  
mere capacity to get  votes and often the worse votes in  the community ------ 
the whiskey boys of saloons, the bigots of churches, the purchased and the 
t imid cit izens ------ loses near ly all its impor tance in the select ion of 
candidates.  For  the float ing vote ------ the vote subject  to in fluence ------ wil l no 
longer  hold the balance of power  between par t ies and control elect ions.  The 
independent , upr ight  cit izen, unsk il led in  the cor rupt  devices of major ity 
vot ing, can afford to be a candidate and can succeed in spite of the rogues 
and ru ffians of h is dist r ict .  And in  office he can defy them, for  they wil l not  
hold h is re-elect ion and h is fu tu re in  their  hands. 

 The cumulat ive vot ing also applied to the school board and all other  officials to be chosen 

by the electors.  Bloomsburg's success with cumulat ive vot ing qu ick ly spread in the state.  The 

state legislatu re in  1871 extended it  to all boroughs.  In terest ingly, when Il l inois approved a 

new const itu t ion in  1870, it  provided for  cumulat ive vot ing for  representat ive dist r icts in  its 

legislatu re.  The pract ice of cumulat ive vot ing in  Bloomsburg lasted unt il 1919. 

 

 

 

 

 


