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“I am so proud and honored to
be a part of the House of 
Representatives and its traditions, 
and I pledge to continue to uphold 
its integrity, its rich heritage and its 

sacred brotherhood.”

—	Portrait Unveiling
	 October 19, 2004

  Former Speaker of the Pennsylvania House of Representatives John Perzel 

has never left and has never forgotten his hard working neighbors in Northeast 

Philadelphia. He has brought to Harrisburg the strong sense of morals his 

family and friends taught him when he was a boy and, later, a restaurant 

worker in a working class community.

  “Lawmaking is about wanting to make a difference,” he says. “It’s about 

remembering who you are, where you came from and what’s important to 

the people and places you care about.”

  The Philadelphia Daily News calls Perzel’s representation in the Pennsylvania 

House of Representatives “smart and effective.” That’s because Perzel 

transcends party lines to work at making the 172nd legislative district and the 

Commonwealth a better place to live and work. His dedication, demeanor,  

and hard work ethic compelled his colleagues — Republicans and Democrats 

— to elect him Speaker of the House in early 2003. 

JOHN M. PERZEL
134th Speaker, 2003-2006

House Member: 31 years, 1979-2010

Republican of Philadelphia
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charge of sedition contributed 56 years later to the First Amendment of the 

United States Constitution.

  Hamilton was appointed to the Provincial Council of Pennsylvania, but 

according to historians, rarely attended, due to his busy law practice. He 

also served as trustee of the General Loan Office, recorder and prothonotary 

of Philadelphia and a member of both the Pennsylvania and Delaware as-

semblies.

  In October of 1729, he was elected Speaker, and with the exception of the 

year 1733, he remained Speaker until his retirement in 1739.

  He and his son, James, were among the founders of Lancaster.  Hamilton 

was Speaker in 1729, when Lancaster became the Commonwealth’s fourth 

county.

  Hamilton died in 1741 at the age of 65.
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ANDREW HAMILTON
18th Speaker, 1729-32 and 1734-38

House Member: 12 years, 1727-39

Bucks County

  Born in 1676, Hamilton, known as “The Old Fox” by his colleagues, is a 

noted figure in American history. He helped design and personally financed 

the building of Independence Hall and was a leading “Philadelphia lawyer” 

for whom the term originated.

  The Scottish attorney, who was admitted to the bar in 1712, had oversight 

for the construction work on Independence Hall and adjoining offices. He 

was the first Speaker to preside at the State House in 1735, later known as 

Independence Hall.

  At the age of 30, he adopted the name Hamilton, married a rich widow, 

and served briefly in the Maryland Assembly. After studying law in London, 

he settled in Pennsylvania and served as its attorney general from 1717-26.

  Hamilton hired young Benjamin Franklin as chief clerk of the Assembly. 

Hamilton’s defense of publisher John Peter Zenger of New York against a 
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  Before becoming Speaker, Perzel served four terms as Majority Leader. 

He focused on helping children and families. He guided increased health 

insurance coverage for the uninsured, invested heavily in education, made 

neighborhoods safer and transformed welfare from a system based on 

dependence to one that provides dignity. He helped create a more positive 

job climate in the state by reducing taxes, making state government more 

customer-friendly and investing in the workforce. Under his leadership, the 

House also helped reform the way state government conducts business by 

cutting waste, streamlining operations and encouraging municipal partnerships. 

As Speaker, his goals have not changed. 

  The influential Pennsylvania Report political newsletter named Perzel as its 

Most Valuable Player in 1997 and again in 2003. PoliticsPA.com named Perzel 

the 2001 Politician of the Year, saying he is arguably the “most powerful man 

in Harrisburg,” and that “the Northeast Philly Republican has grown immensely 

in his job... from deal-cutter to a man who gets things done.” Also, in 2001, 

the American Legislative Exchange Council named Perzel “Legislator of the 

Year.”

  Speaker Perzel also has served as Minority Whip, Policy Committee Chairman 

and Chairman of the House Republican Campaign Committee. 

  Whether it was leading the charge to make prescription drugs more 

affordable or convincing fellow legislators that small government is effective 

government, Perzel says it all comes down to feeling like you did something 

that helps fellow Pennsylvanians.

  Born January 7, 1950, Perzel graduated from St. Matthews Elementary 

School and Lincoln High School in Northeast Philadelphia; he went south for 

his college education, earning a bachelor’s degree from Troy State University 

in Alabama in 1975. After college, he returned to Philadelphia to resume his 

career in restaurant management and to try his hand at elected politics. He lost 

his first try for the House in 1976, but won firmly two years later, unseating 

an incumbent Democrat.

  Living only a short distance from the house where he grew up in Northeast 

Philadelphia, Perzel and his wife, Sheryl Stokes Perzel, have four children: 

Andrew, David, John Jr. and Samuel.
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“The real value of serving 
as Speaker of the House is in 
opening the doors of the Capitol 
to all Pennsylvanians, especially 
those with special needs, 
and guaranteeing them full 
participation in forming laws and 
policies that will allow them to 
live meaningful, independent and 
productive lives.”

  A lifetime resident of Philadelphia’s Far Northeast, young Dennis M. O’Brien 

won a surprise upset to represent the 169th District in 1976. He left the House 

in 1980 to pursue a seat in Congress but returned two years later and has 

served ever since, winning re-election without opposition in most years.

  In a sudden and completely unexpected turn of events on January 2, 2007, 

he was elected Speaker of the House. Although a member of the minority 

Republican Party, he received most of his support from Democrats in an 

arrangement that coalesced only in the hours leading up to the beginning of 

the new session. Despite speculation that he would eventually change parties, 

he remained a Republican throughout his speakership and strove for greater 

bipartisan cooperation to aid progress. 

  His first act as Speaker was to establish the Speaker’s Commission on 

Legislative Reform with 24 House colleagues. Over a period of weeks the 

group developed recommendations for better rules, which the House adopted, 

that limited the hours for House business, returned more power to rank-and-

DENNIS M. O’BRIEN
135th Speaker, 2007-2008

House Member: 1977-1980, 1983-present

Republican of Philadelphia
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file members, and opened up the legislative process for public scrutiny and 

understanding.

  This innate ability to work across party lines is a hallmark of O’Brien’s 

House career and is reflected in the issues he champions. Providing disabled 

children with the resources, education and opportunities they need is a 

mission he embraced. 

  Even before his election as Speaker, his advocacy for those with autism 

spectrum disorders was recognized across the nation. He helped start 

Pennsylvania’s Autism Task Force with Estelle Richman, Secretary of Public 

Welfare. Upon becoming Speaker, he rejoiced that “My kids with disabilities 

just went from 3 x 5 pictures to 8-by-10 glossies.”

  True to his word, he used his prominent position as Speaker to gain passage 

of a measure that had stalled for years, requiring private insurers to offer 

coverage of services and treatment for autism up to age 21. He also guided 

the enactment of multifaceted prison sentencing reform legislation that he 

began developing while Judiciary Committee chairman.

  Increasing the openness of the House was a priority of Speaker O’Brien. He 

symbolically kept the front door of his office open to all visitors, he ordered 

the full release of House employee salary information, and he oversaw the 

addition of closed captioning to televised broadcasts of House sessions to 

recognize the inclusion of the hearing impaired in society.

  During more than three decades as a state representative, O’Brien has been 

a steadfast supporter of police officers and firemen. In more than 15 years as 

a committee chairman, he became adept at exerting legislative influence at 

just the right time to achieve his policy goals. 

  Born in Philadelphia in 1952, O’Brien graduated from Archbishop Ryan 

High School and La Salle University, where he earned a bachelor’s degree in 

business administration. He and his wife Bernadette have three sons, Dennis 

Jr., Brendan and Joseph.
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F	The Speakership of the House is the Commonwealth’s 

oldest elected statewide public office, established in 1682, 

and held by 136 persons to date.

F	The House is not a constituted body if it lacks a Speaker, 

and Session cannot be held without the Speaker or the 

appointed Speaker Pro Tempore presiding at the rostrum.

F	The term “Speaker” is meant literally. The Speaker speaks 

for the people and for the House, and is beholden to no 

executive authority but the law.

F	While the Speaker has only one vote, no more than the 

newest Member, it is he who convenes and recesses 

Sessions, appoints committee chairpersons, directs bills 

to committees, and signs all passed bills and resolutions.

F	The Speaker serves all Members and must uphold the 

orderly conduct of House business, protecting the 

parliamentary rights of every elected Representative. 

F	William Penn wrote:

“Governments, like clocks, go from the motion men

give them, and as governments are made and moved by men,

so by them they are ruined too.

Governments depend upon men, rather than

men upon governments.”

Frame of Government of the Province of Pennsylvania, Feb. 2, 1683
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  Keith R. McCall, the first Speaker from Carbon County, attended Pennsylvania 

State University and Harrisburg Area Community College. He began his career 

in public service as a field auditor with the Pennsylvania Department of Auditor 

General, working to make sure that tax dollars were wisely spent.

  In 1982, he was elected to fill the vacancy left in the General Assembly 

by the death of his father – Thomas J. McCall. During his years in office, he 

never lost sight of his small town values even as he worked to bring high-

tech jobs and major economic development to Pennsylvania. He recognized 

that the strength of individual communities determines the overall vitality of 

the Commonwealth.

  In his role as Speaker, he pledged to restore the public’s pride and confidence 

in government and to stand for the ideals of Pennsylvania’s founders, while 

continuing to move forward a legislative agenda that addressed the needs of 

all Pennsylvanians.

  Prior to becoming Speaker, he served as Majority Whip (the second ranked 

position in the House), earning the reputation of a hard-working lawmaker 

KEITH R. McCALL
136th Speaker, 2009-2010

House Member: 28 years, 1982 to 2010

Democrat of Carbon County
(Portrait not complete)
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Dear Friends:

  As Speaker of the House of Represen-
tatives, it is my pleasure to welcome you 
to our beautiful and elegant State Capitol 
Building.  

  This booklet will assist you as you 
journey through the “Gallery of Speakers”. 
Each of our past Speakers has a unique 
story that reflects the great diversity 
of Pennsylvania. I hope you will enjoy 
reading about some of them.  

  It has become customary for a House Speaker to have his portrait 
painted especially for this gallery following his term of service.  
As you look at these paintings, you will see some names and faces 
you probably recognize: Andrew Hamilton, Benjamin Franklin 
and Thomas Mifflin, just to name a few. These men, and all those 
you see in the gallery, distinguished themselves as notable leaders 
of the Commonwealth. Many went on to achieve even greater 
accomplishments following their service with the House.

  Pennsylvania’s history is replete with hundreds of legislators 
who served our state nobly. From giants of history to one-term 
members, each elected official has played a unique role in the 
General Assembly. This body cannot function, survive or grow 
unless each part recognizes its role and fulfills it to the best of 
its ability. 

  As you explore the Capitol Building, you will be reminded, 
through the magnificent art, stained glass and mosaic tile, of the 
wonderful diversity of our state and the people and industries that 
have exalted our Commonwealth throughout the years. I hope 
the things you see and the people you discover here will inspire 
you to learn more and to participate in this great democracy. We 
all have a role in ensuring that the future of this Commonwealth 
is bright. 

Truly yours,

Samuel H. Smith
Speaker of the House      

rev.lpo.0211
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who stands up for those who have no voice.

  Among his many accomplishments, he authored legislation that delivered 

more than $55 million to rebuild and modernize railroad infrastructure in 

Pennsylvania.  

  Additionally, he authored and advocated for stronger laws to protect 

Pennsylvania consumers from fraudulent home improvement contractors. 

Pennsylvanians can now access a database to learn about contractors who 

are registered to do business in Pennsylvania.

  As vehicle emissions standards were being tested and set in Pennsylvania, 

McCall took the lead on safeguarding Pennsylvania’s air quality by ensuring 

that testing met all federal standards, while also working to guarantee the 

standards were fairly administered and contained safeguards that protected 

both consumers and businesses.

  Additionally, he was a leader in creating the Energy Independence Fund, 

one of the first sources of funding for solar and energy projects for individuals 

and businesses. His work has not only ensured that Pennsylvania is a leader 

in implementing green energy generation to reduce its dependence on 

foreign oil, but also has helped many Pennsylvanians to invest in and utilize 

alternative energy.

  Throughout his years in office, Speaker McCall supported a legislative 

agenda that promotes small business growth. He believed that small businesses 

create a majority of the state’s jobs and advocated for the investment of state 

grants for small business development throughout the Commonwealth.

  Some of his other key initiatives were working to improve access to 

affordable prescription medicine for senior citizens; and expanding property 

tax relief for all homeowners and leading the charge for the total elimination 

of the tax.

  Speaker McCall also focused on preserving and promoting Pennsylvania’s 

rich history and heritage through heritage tourism. Pennsylvania’s history in 

large part is the story of the growth of the nation.

  Additionally, he was a staunch advocate for protecting another of 

Pennsylvania’s valuable resources – its state park system. 

  He is married to the former Betty Wehr. They are the parents of two children: 

a daughter, Courtney and a son, Keith II.



ABOUT THE ARTISTS

James Douglas Adams

An alumnus of Carnegie Mellon University, Mr. Adams received his 

Bachelor of Fine Arts with University Honors in 1983. In addition to 

the notable portraits of former Speakers DeWeese, Irvis, Seltzer, Ryan, 

Fineman, Manderino, Lee, O’Donnell, Andrews, Helm, Hamilton, Fiss, 

Lichtenwalter, Sorg, Smith, Hamilton, Franklin, Muhlenberg, and Mifflin, 

he has created commissioned work for the University of Pittsburgh, and 

has also been honored with the commission of a posthumous portrait of 

Cardinal Wright. Over the past few years, he has painted a series of 20 

paintings commissioned by the Light and Life Foundation. These have 

been reproduced in booklets and distributed throughout Europe as well 

as the United States. In 1993, a collector in Vienna, Austria commissioned 

James to paint a large-scale painting for the wall of a historical landmark. 

At the University of Michigan’s Medical School, James has completed a 

series of paintings depicting the medical school’s founding fathers.

Christine (Tina) Reiley-Phillips

Ms. Reiley-Phillips received her Bachelor’s degree in Art Education

and her Bachelor of Fine Arts degree from the Pennsylvania State University 

in 1977. In addition to the portrait of Speaker O’Brien, other notable 

portraits she has completed include Governor Robert P. Casey, Speaker 

John M. Perzel, State Representative Elinor Z. Taylor, and Kenneth Reher, 

past president of PHEAA. She also was commissioned to paint the mural 

consisting of the portraits of 250 contributors to the Whitaker Center of 

Science and Arts in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania. Ms. Reiley-Phillips is currently 

an Art Instructor at the Harrisburg Academy, and a past board member 

and art instructor with the Art Association of Harrisburg.
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“The real value of serving 
as Speaker of the House is in 
opening the doors of the Capitol 
to all Pennsylvanians, especially 
those with special needs, 
and guaranteeing them full 
participation in forming laws and 
policies that will allow them to 
live meaningful, independent and 
productive lives.”

  A lifetime resident of Philadelphia’s Far Northeast, young Dennis M. O’Brien 

won a surprise upset to represent the 169th District in 1976. He left the House 

in 1980 to pursue a seat in Congress but returned two years later and has 

served ever since, winning re-election without opposition in most years.

  In a sudden and completely unexpected turn of events on January 2, 2007, 

he was elected Speaker of the House. Although a member of the minority 

Republican Party, he received most of his support from Democrats in an 

arrangement that coalesced only in the hours leading up to the beginning of 

the new session. Despite speculation that he would eventually change parties, 

he remained a Republican throughout his speakership and strove for greater 

bipartisan cooperation to aid progress. 

  His first act as Speaker was to establish the Speaker’s Commission on 

Legislative Reform with 24 House colleagues. Over a period of weeks the 

group developed recommendations for better rules, which the House adopted, 

that limited the hours for House business, returned more power to rank-and-

DENNIS M. O’BRIEN
135th Speaker, 2007-2008

House Member: 1977-1980, 1983-present

Republican of Philadelphia


