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PROVENANCE

Gift of Mr. Peter Dechert, 1975 (1975:9); and Mrs. Robert Dechert, 1977 (1977:7, 1977:33), 1979

(1979:56). Additional material is mentioned in the control file.

ARRANGEMENT

The collection is organized into two Series: Robert Dechert, and Family Manuscripts. Both series

have been arranged alphabetically.

BIOGRAPHICAL NOTE

The Dechert family was involved in Philadelphia's legal, civic, and military history from the mid-

Nineteenth Century through Twentieth Century. Elijah Dechert (1799-1854) a prominent lawyer

in Reading, Pennsylvania, moved his family to Philadelphia in 1852 where his wife Mary Porter

had family connections stretching back to Andrew Porter. Their two sons, Henry Martyn Dechert

(1832 - 1918) and Robert Porter Dechert (1842-1894), both become prominent lawyers in the

http://www.archives.upenn.edu/home/protocols.html
http://www.archives.upenn.edu/home/protocols.html
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city. Henry Martyn graduated from Yale University in 1850, and after two years as a school

teacher he began his study of law in his father's practice. In Philadelphia he continued his legal

studies under Charles B. Penrose, and was admitted to the Bar in 1854. Henry Martyn would rise

to prominence in his profession running a very successful practice and would become the first

president of the Commonwealth Title, Insurance and Trust Company in 1886. Robert Porter was

educated in Philadelphia, and began his study of law in 1861 in his brother's firm. Both brothers

volunteered for service in the Civil War. Henry Martyn helped organize the West Philadelphia

Home Guard in 1861, and later volunteered for active service in 1862-1863 as a lieutenant. Robert

Porter initially enlisted for service, but was quickly commissioned as an officer rising in rank to

brevet Lieutenant Colonel by the end of the War. He saw service in the Eastern Theater as well

as during the Carolinas Campaign in 1865. After the war he was admitted to the bar and was

appointed assistant district attorney for Philadelphia in 1868. In 1870 Robert Porter was elected

to the Pennsylvania State Senate, the start of an active political career. He continued his military

service in the Pennsylvania National Guard, being elected colonel of the Second Regiment in 1878,

and then promoted to general in command of the First Brigade in 1890.

While Robert Porter remained a bachelor his entire life, Henry Martyn raised four children with

his wife Esther Servoss Taylor, living in west Philadelphia for 65 years. Their oldest son, Henry

Taylor Dechert (1859-1915), entered the University of Pennsylvania in 1875 as a freshman, and

received his A.B. in 1879 followed by his L.L.B. in 1881. After graduation he began his legal

career eventually founding the law firm Potter, Dechert, and Norris. Military service was also a

part of Henry Taylor's life, first serving with the First Troop, Philadelphia City Cavalry in 1884. He

later rose to the rank of lieutenant colonel in the Second Regiment Pennsylvania National Guard,

serving with the unit during the Homestead riots, coal region strikes, and the Spanish-American

War. Following the Regiment's return to state service, Henry Taylor was elected colonel, and served

20 years until retiring in 1904. He would also start a family with his wife Virginia Louise, raising

two sons.

Robert Dechert (1895-1975), the oldest son, was born and raised in Philadelphia. After graduating

from the Lawrenceville School, he attended the University of Pennsylvania from 1912-1916 where

he was active in sports and clubs. Like his father, Robert entered the University's Law School after

receiving his A.B. in 1916. However, his legal studies were interrupted by military service in World

War I. Robert reported to R.O.T.C. at Fort Niagara, New York in 1917 and was commissioned a

Second Lieutenant. The following year he was deployed to Europe with the Seventh U.S. Infantry,

Third Division where he saw action in five engagements and was awarded the Distinguished

Service Cross for Gallantry in action at Le Charmel, France. Robert rose to the rank of captain,
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served in the Army of Occupation following the armistice, and attended St. John's College, Oxford,

England as a U. S. Army Student. After resigning his officer's commission, Robert returned to the

University of Pennsylvania Law School receiving his L.L.B. in 1921. He started his law career in

the firm of Hepburn, Dechert and Norris before moving to Penn Mutual Life Insurance Company

where he served as Vice President and Counsel from 1927-1930. Along with William Curtis Bok

he formed the law partnership of Dechert and Bok in 1930, which later became the firm of Barnes,

Dechert, Price, Smith, and Clark. Robert became involved with politics in 1934 when he worked

for Robert Schnader's gubernatorial campaign. From 1957-1959 he served as General Counsel to

the Department of Defense under President Dwight David Eisenhower. His association with the

University continued through his life serving as a Trustee, and teaching at the Law School. Dechert

was also active in civic organizations where he served on numerous boards, most notably the United

Service Organization and the YMCA.

SCOPE AND CONTENT

The Robert Dechert Family Papers primarily documents the life of Robert Dechert, touching upon

almost all of his activities. While there is little material regarding his law firms, the collection

does document his education, military service, civic and political activities, and service at the

Department of Defense. It includes correspondence, speeches, photographs, and maps along with

biographical information. The collection also includes photographs and a letterpress copybook,

1901-1904 from Henry Taylor Dechert; biographical information on Henry Martyn Dechert as well

as the minute book for the West Philadelphia Home Guard, 1861-1862 which gives a narrative of

a local march and encampment; Robert Porter Dechert's diary kept during the Carolina Campaign

in 1865, his commissions, photographs, and scrapbooks; a law book belonging to Elijah Dechert,

and a small group of papers from Andrew Porter, 1798-1806.

CONTROLLED ACCESS HEADINGS

Corporate Name(s)

• Lawrenceville School (N.J.).
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• Penn Mutual Life Insurance Co..
• Pennsylvania. National Guard.
• Phillips Brooks School (Philadelphia, Pa.).
• St. John's College (University of Oxford).
• United States. Dept. of Defense. -- General subdivision--Officials and employees.;
• University of Pennsylvania. General Alumni Society. Award of Merit.
• University of Pennsylvania. Robert Dechert Collection of Americana.
• University of Pennsylvania. -- General subdivision--Alumni and alumnae.;
• West Philadelphia Home Guard (Pa.).

Family Name(s)

• Porter family.

Genre(s)

• Articles.
• Awards.
• Clippings.
• Commissions.
• Correspondence.
• Diaries.
• Examinations.
• Lecture notes.
• Letters.
• Memorabilia.
• Minutes.
• Newspapers.
• Pamphlets.
• Photoprints.
• Scrapbooks.
• Speeches.
• Wills.

Geographic Name(s)

• Pennsylvania--Politics and government--1775-1865.
• Philadelphia (Pa.)--History--Civil War, 1861-1865.
• Philadelphia (Pa.)--Politics and government--1865-
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• United States--Personal narratives.--History--Civil War, 1861-1865

Occupation(s)

• Bankers.
• City attorneys.
• College trustees.
• Generals.
• Governors.
• Judges.
• Lawyers.
• Legislators.
• Soldiers.
• Surveyors.

Personal Name(s)

• Dechert, Elijah, 1799-1854
• Dechert, Henry Martyn, 1832-1918
• Dechert, Henry Taylor, 1859-1915
• Dechert, Robert Porter, 1842-1894
• Holdsworth, William Searle, 1871-1944
• Porter, Andrew, 1743-1813
• Porter, David Rittenhouse, 1788-1867
• Porter, James Madison, 1793-1862
• Porter, Robert, 1768-1848

Subject(s)

• World War, 1914-1918--Personal narratives.
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INVENTORY

 

ROBERT DECHERT Box Folder

Biographical Material 

1915-1938 1 1

1940-1949 1 2

1950-1956 1 3

1957-1959 1 4

1960-1972 1 5

n.d. 1 6

Correspondence 

1916-1977 1 7

Andrew Porter Landowner, 1962-1963 1 8

Department of Defense 

Claims to Moon and Missle Testing, 1957-1958 1 9

Collidge Committee, 1953-1957 1 10

Material for Possible use by Secretary McElroy, 1958 1 11

Secrecy, 1958-1959 1 12

http://www.archives.upenn.edu/home/protocols.html
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Education 

Philips Brook School Report Cards, 1906-1911 1 13

University of Pennsylvania 

Course Notebooks Physics and English, n.d. 1 14

Course Notebooks First Term, 1915-1916 1 15

Course Notebooks Second Term, 1915-1916 1 16

Examination Papers, 1914-1916 1 17

Law School, 1916-1958 1 18

Memoribilia, 1914-1956 1 19

Photographic Negatives, 1913 1 20

St. John's College Oxford 

Alumni Material, 1921-1972 1 21

Correspondence, 1917-1919 1 22

Documentation and Receipts, 1919 1 23

Photographs 2 1

Register, 1958-1970 2 2

Memorabilia 

Association Pins, 3rd Infantry Division patches, dog tags,
Republican button 

4 17

Key - framed, n.d. 4 18

Military Service 

Captains Commission Application, 1917-1918 2 3

Correspondence, 1916-1941 2 4

Maps 

Communications, 1918 2 5
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France, 1918-1924 Folder 1 OS 1 1

France, 1918-1924 Folder 2 OS 1 3

France, 1918-1924 Folder 3 OS 1 4

Plattsburgh, NY, n.d. 2 6

Miscellaneous Items, 1916-1919 2 7

Newspaper Clippings - Training Camp, 1915-1916 2 8

Newspaper Clippings, 1917-1945 2 9

Notebooks, c1917-1918 2 10

Orders, 1917-1921 2 11

Pamphlets, 1914-1918 2 12

Personal Items, 1918 2 13

Photographs, 1913-1916 2 14

Publications, 1918-1919 2 15

Seventh Infantry, 1918-1926 2 16

Signal Liason, 1918 2 17

Organizations 

Lawrenceville School, 1931-1967 2 18

Pennsylvania Sons of the Revolution, 1917 2 19

Rare Book Collection University of Pennsylvania, 1957-1972 2 20

Society of Cincinnati, 1961 2 21

Veteran Groups, 1931-1959 2 22

United Service Organization, 1950-1971 2 23

Y.M.C.A., 1941-1962 2 24

Personal 
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Certificates, 1945-1976 2 25

Certificates, 1947-1976 OS 1 1

Estate, 1982 2 26

In-laws, n.d. 2 27

Photographs 

American College of Life Underwriters, 1961 2 28

Department of Defense, 1959 2 29

Dwight David Eisenhower - autographed, n.d. OS 1  

Eisenhower Administration, 1957-1960 2 30

Events, n.d. 2 31

Penn Mutual, n.d. 2 32

Personal, 1901-1962 2 33

Philadelphia Bar Association, 1954-1957 2 34

United Service Organization, 1962-1963 2 35

University of Pennsylvania, 1951-1964 2 36

Y.M.C.A., 1948 2 37

Unidentified,n.d. 2 38

Publications 

1928-1940 3 1

1942-1972 3 2

Scrapbook 

Schnader for Governor, 1934 Folder 1 3 34

Schnader for Governor, 1934 Folder 2 3 35

Speeches 
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1928-1952 3 5

1953-1957 3 6

1958 Folder 1 3 7

1958 Folder 2 3 8

1959 3 9

1960-1962 3 10

n.d. 3 11

 

FAMILY MANUSCRIPTS Box Folder

Elijah Dechert 

Bank Notes, 1841 3 12

Precedents for the Use of Justices of the Peace, 1822 3 13

Henry Martyn Dechert 

Biographical Material, 1902-1972 3 14

Minute Book - West Philadelphia Guard, 1861-1862 3 15

Henry Taylor Dechert 

Correspondence, 1899-1916 3 16

Letterbook, 1901-1904 4  

Miscellaneous Items, 1875-1915 3 17

Newspaper Clippings, 1879-1915 3 18

Pennsylvania National Guard - Second Regement Infantry,
1887-1952 

3 19

Photographs, n.d. 3 20

Photograph - Officers of Second Battalion, Second Pennsyvania
Volunteers, 1898 

OS 1 5



Robert Dechert Family Papers

UPT 50 D293

- 11 -

Photograph - Parade of Second Pennsylvania Volunteers,
Philadelphia, 1898 

OS 1 6

Robert Porter Dechert 

Biographical Material, 1885-1963 4 1

Commissions 

First Lieutenant Pennsylvania Volunteers, 1862 OS 1 11

Captain Pennsylvania Volunteers, 1863 OS 1 7

Companion Military Order of the Loyal Legion of the United
States, 1865 

OS 1 8

Cornet First City Troop, 1877 OS 1 12

Colonel Pennsylvania National Guard, 1878 OS 1 9

Colonel Pennsylvania National Guard, 1883 OS 1 10

Diary. 1865 January 17 - April 17 4 2

Loan Certificates, 1885 4 3

Photographs, c. 1863 - c. 1880 4 4

Photographs - Officers of Pennsylvania National Guard, 1888 OS 1 13

Scrapbook, 1869-1881 4  

Scrapbook, 1880 4  

Scrapbook Philadelphia Mayor Embezzlement, 1886 4  

Andrew Porter 

Copy of Will and Codicile, ADS 1806 July 1 (Dallet #1107) 4 11

Correspondence 

Porter, Mary ALS to Andrew Porter, 1798 June 23 (Dallet
#1108) 

4 12

Parker, Elizabeth ALS to Andrew Porter, 1805 January 31
(Dallet #1106) 

4 13
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Porter, William ALS to Andrew Porter, 1805 November 21
(Dallet #1109) 

4 14

William, Todd ALS to Andrew Porter, 1806 September 23
(Dallet #1110) 

4 15

Robert Porter 

Biographical Notes, n.d. 1 16

Newspapers 

Political and Commercial Register, 1804 July 14 4 5

The Democartic Press, 1808 July 25 4 6

Pamphlets 

David R. Porter's Fraudulent Insovency Proved, 1838 4 7

Lives of David R. Porter and Joseph Ritner, 1838 4 8

Proceedings of a Convention of Democratic Young-Men, 1838 4 9

Speech of James Madison Porter, 1837 4 10

Print 

Constitutional Centennial Celebration, Industrial Parade North
Broad Street, September 15, 1887 

OS 2  


