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Conflagration: A Brief History of Mount Gretna’s
Earliest Fires and the Fire Department by Curtis Royer
Did you know Mount Gretna’s past
includes accounts of numerous fires and
those who battled the blazes? The fires
often started with the misuse of a stove
in a wood frame cottage. The flames
quickly spread to other cottages that
were close-packed. Narrow roads and
the lack of organized fire preventionservice apparatus created obstacles for
anyone trying to extinguish the flames.
The Lebanon Courier and Semi-Weekly
Report laments “the lack of firefighting
agencies and lack of an organized fire
department head with authority, who
might have saved some of the cottages.”
Today, the Mount Gretna Fire Dept. is
located at 41 Boulevard Ave. Their fire
prevention apparatus, far more
advanced than predecessors, includes
seven response vehicles. In 2017, Gretna
firefighters responded to 231 calls.

In This Issue

T

HE evening of Sunday,
November 27, 1949 began
peacefully in Mt. Gretna. The freezing
late-autumn weather allowed for a light
snowfall in the wooded community. Most
of the seasonal visitors had returned
home at the end of summer, leaving
less than 100 families in the area. Mr.
and Mrs. Lloyd Myers occupied one
of two remaining households in the
Campmeeting block enclosed by Third
Street, Fourth Street, Otterbein Avenue,
and Markwood Avenue. The Myers lit
their stove, presumably for warmth or
cooking, sometime during the night. Not
long after, the stove overheated and set the
cottage aflame.
The fire spread rapidly in the block
which was tightly congested with frame
cottages. To make matters worse, a tank
containing fuel exploded and sparks

dispersed over a half mile area. The sparks
were stopped thanks to a combination
of snow-covered roofs and firefighters.
Eleven area fire companies responded
to the call. Extremely cold temperatures
caused hose lines to freeze, curious
pedestrians blocked roadways, and narrow
streets provided firefighters with quite a

“Most of the early fires
follow an eerily similar
sequence...”
challenge. According to one newspaper,
however, “In that tight area firemen
stood their ground and stopped the
flames.” The Campmeeting fire of 1949
razed seventeen cottages, burnt seven
others, and caused an estimated $75,000
in damages. It was the worst fire in Mt.
Gretna to date. Yet, it was by no means
the first nor the
last conflagration
to challenge Mt.
Gretna’s firefighters.
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Above: a Dissinger & Lesher postcard showing Mt. Gretna Fire Company
No. 1’s base of operations circa 1911. Contemporary residents now know the
structure as the Community Library.

Terrace Hall, a
men’s dormitory
in Chautauqua,
experienced a
small fire in 1892.
There are not many
existing records
of the incident
except for the fact
that Terrace Hall
survived and was
converted into a

continued on page 2
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Conflagration: A Brief History of Mount Gretna’s Earliest Fires
and the Fire Department continued from page 1

hospital. Whatever damage occurred in the 1892
fire paled in comparison to the Campmeeting fire
of 1899.

On the night of August 6, Mrs. William F. Miller
mistakenly placed a container of kerosene on the
stove. The combustible fuel instantly exploded
leaving Mrs. Miller with serious burns and a
scorched cottage. Firefighters rescued her from
the flames, but she succumbed to her wounds soon
after. Eleven cottages were destroyed and five were
damaged on the block bounded by Fifth Street,
Sixth Street, Otterbein Avenue, and Glossbrenner
Avenue. According to the Lebanon Courier and
Semi-Weekly Report, the loss was “estimated at
$6,000, with partial insurance.”
The Campmeeting fire of 1899 established a
pattern for many Gretna blazes in decades ahead.
After the initial fire becomes uncontrollable, it
then spreads quickly to the next cottages due
to the tightly packed nature of Gretna summer
homes. Finally, outside fire companies must be
called in due to the lack of “an organized fire
department head with authority.”
Most of the early fires, including the
Chautauqua fire of 1923, follow an eerily
similar sequence. First, the improper use of
a cookstove sets the initial cottage ablaze. In
1923, Martha J. Snyder purchased the Lake
View cottage on Princeton Avenue. Her family,
including her son and daughter, were visiting
the summer home. On Sunday, May 13, Mrs.
Snyder’s children attempted to light an oil stove
which was installed on the property. A burst
of flames quickly set the rest of Lake View on
fire. When Mrs. Snyder, who was on the second
floor at the time, heard the “excited cries of the
children” and “saw her stairway escape cut off,
crawled through a window to the porch and
jumped to the ground, sustaining severe bruises.”
The Chautauqua and Campmeeting firemen
arrived on the scene but they “proved entirely
ineffective. It is said that the Chautauqua engine
house had to be broken into before the hose cart
could be secured, and rusty connections delayed
attachment to the fire plugs.”
Fire companies from Lebanon, Manheim,
Palmyra, and Annville among others helped
extinguish the flames. Even Captain William
Hicks and his troops from the Pennsylvania
National Guard aided in dousing the
Chautauqua Fire of 1923.
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Firefighters battling the Campmeeting Fire of 1949 with a firehose.

Mt. Gretna lacked a full-time and wellorganized firefighting organization until
the later half of the twentieth century.
In 1909, Chief Edward E. Ewing of Mt.
Gretna Fire Company No. 1, established
in Campmeeting, lived in Harrisburg
most of the year. Ewing’s job consisted
of extinguishing fires with a small
chemical cart and giving it “a thorough
overhauling.”
Dr. George Bender, representing the
Campmeeting Association, purchased
the Biggs chemical engine from E.O.
Hartman of Lebanon in May of 1904.

This equipment was replaced in
1923 with a motorized chemical
truck from the Keystone Truck and
Chemical Engine Co. of Columbia,
Pennsylvania. The cost of the vehicle
was $1,000. Membership dues,
collected by Chief Frank Shillow, and
donations from the Ladies Auxiliary
helped pay for the truck.
In the 1940s, the fire house moved
to another small structure that once
stood where the Mt. Gretna United
Methodist Church parking lot
currently exists.

The aftermath of the Campmeeting Fire of 1949. Today, a small park on Markwood serves as a
reminder of the event.

One modest ﬁre company did not meet the
needs of the entire gretna community. Before
the Chautauqua fire of 1923, Chautauqua
residents arranged another part-time
ﬁreﬁghting group. However, this small band
of individuals was quickly replaced in august
of 1926. The Lebanon Daily News reported:
At a well-attended meeting of the Men’s Club
of Mt. Gretna, the organization of what will be
known as ‘The Mt. Gretna Fire Company’ was
eﬀected … Although Mt. Gretna is well supplied
with fire-fighting equipment, this is the first time
that there has been formed an organized group of
fire fighters.

The Mt. gretna fire Company, better known
as the Boro fire Co., became the full-time
ﬁreﬁghting organization in Gretna. The individuals selected to run the operation were
President Morris E. Brightbill, vice President
William d. Block, Secretary J. R. Beetem,
assistant Secretary ira Bennetch, Treasurer
adam Saylor, and fire Chief george Martin.
The ﬁrst hosemen of the Boro Fire Co. included andy dagneau, abraham L. Kauffman,
and ﬁve members of the Pennsylvania National Guard Riﬂe Team.
On October 10, 1929, a third-story ﬁre started
in Mrs. J. Harlacker’s cottage on Muhlenberg
avenue. The Lebanon Daily News noted Mt.
gretna fire Company no. 1 and the Boro fire
Co. “answered promptly” and “[s]oon after
their arrival the ﬂames were extinguished.”
in the aftermath of the Campmeeting fire of
1949, Mt. gretna discovered more changes
needed to be made. However, even today
no two organized ﬁre companies could
extinguish a blaze of that magnitude in
close quarters alone. President William g.
Harbaugh of the Mt. gretna fire Company
No. 1 “thanked the ﬁremen for their valiant
work and stated that had it not been for their
magniﬁcent response to the call, and their ﬁne
work at the scene of the great conﬂagration
‘there would be no more Mt. gretna.’”
Despite the odds, Mt. Gretna and its ﬁre
companies endured.
(This story is to be continued …)

Mount Gretna Fire Chronology

1892: A fire destroys Terrace Hall, a men’s dormitory, in Chautauqua

1899: The Campmeeting block encompassed by Fifth and Sixth Streets and
Otterbein and Glossbrenner Avenues is razed
1923: Eight cottages burn on Princeton Avenue in Chautauqua

1925: A fire destroys Woodcliff, a women’s dormitory, in Chautauqua
1926: Residents organize Mount Gretna Borough Fire Company
1949: Mount Gretna’s largest fire starts when a stove overheats in
Campmeeting
1954: Dedication of the current fire hall

1963: Seven fires burn in a matter of three days

1978: Campmeeting and Mount Gretna Borough Fire Companies merge

1982: Fred Kleinfelter is fatally injured when his fire truck slides off an icy road
Sources:
_____________________________
Bitner, Jack. Mt. Gretna: A Coleman Legacy. Bloomington, IN: AuthorHouse, 1990.
Harrisburg Telegraph ( July 7, 1909)

Lebanon Courier and Semi-Weekly Report (August 23, 1899; May 11, 1904)
Lebanon Daily News (September 5, 1923; August 28, 1926; October 10, 1929;
December 21, 1949)
Lebanon Semi-Weekly News (May 14, 1923)
Left: Hand-drawn
map, dated 1941, of
areas of accessibility
and inaccessibility
for the chemical
truck. The map also
shows the location
of the Campmeeting
fire house, pumping
station, and fire pond.

All of these images
in this story are part
of the MGAHS
permanent collection.
Visit our research
library for more
information on these
items.

Curtis Royer is an historian who has worked
part-time this summer at the Mount Gretna
Area Historical Society.
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A New Website for MGAHS
by Sue Hostetter

We recently updated our website to
better serve and promote the Mount
Gretna Area Historical Society. With this
upgrade we have added the convenience of
making online donations and membership
renewals. These features are becoming
the standard and we want to make them
available to our membership. As we begin
to launch and promote these new features,
we want to start with you - our members.

We want to emphasize that you are under no obligation to use the website for
this purpose. If you like the idea of the
online options but still prefer to pay with
a check, you can still do that by selecting
“Check payments” at checkout and follow
the instructions.

The Mt.Gretna Area Historical Society is
a non-profit 501 (c) (3) organization and is
registered as a charitable organization with
the State of Pennsylvania.

Be on the lookout for an email from us
entitled, “New Account Information.” If you
would like to take advantage of our online
Membership, Newsletter Archive and
Shopping features, that email will provide
you with your login instructions. Again, this
is an option that you can elect to use. So:
• If you use email, watch for an email to
create member login
• Use the option for online member
renewals and donations

• Take advantage of online shopping with
member discounts
• Pay with credit card on secure web (a
small processing fee will be applied)

• Purchases can still be made by personal
check at checkout
Once you have logged in, you will be
able to see your Membership Renewal
date and renew directly from the
website. From the “My Account” page,
click the «Memberships» tab and
«View Billing.»

The MGAHS Museum is open
Memorial Day weekend through Labor
Day weekend, 1-4pm, or by appointment.
We offer school and group tours, summer
walking tours, and research assistance on an
appointment basis throughout the year.

If, after having received your email
renewal notification, you have not
renewed within one month of your
renewal date, you will receive a
renewal notice via US mail.

Copyright © 2018. All rights reserved.

Our website is a work in progress,
so test it out. We value your
feedback. S
Our new website at https://mtgretnahistory.org
was underwritten by a generous grant from the
Lebanon County Commissioners.

Sue Hostetter is Chair of the Mount
Gretna Area Historical Society Board
of Trustees.

MGAHS Events

On July 13, Linda Campbell presented
“Campmeeting Chronicles,” an overview of the Campmeeting movement in
the U.S. and Mt. Gretna, as part of the
Mt. Gretna Guest Speakers Series.
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On Saturday, July 14, Ron Hontz
led a History Walk of Conewago
Lake, Soldiers’ Field and the
Pennsylvania National Guard
Sites.

On July 27, Sue Bowman and
Lois Herr presented “The Farmers
Encampment,” held in Mt. Gretna
from 1890 - 1916. This later became the Pennsylvania Farm Show.

Fred Buch and Bill Stober hosted
a “History on the Porch” series of
historic talks on Saturdays on the
MGAHS porch.

Did You Know?

Did you know President Benjamin Harrison, the 23rd President of
the United States, visited Mount Gretna on July 24, 1890? Secretary of War
Redfield Proctor, Postmaster General John Wanamaker, Attorney General
William H. H. Miller, and other dignitaries joined the President on his trip.
The executive party traveled across the Cornwall and Lebanon railroad via
a Pullman hotel train car. The President was greeted with “[a] cheer that
ascended to Governor Dick” upon his arrival to the Pennsylvania National
Guard Encampment. He then commenced reviewing the troops.
This was a front-page news article in The Lebanon Daily News, Lebanon,
Pa., on Thursday, July 24, 1890. (at right). S
Did you know the Pennsylvania National Guard camped in
Mount Gretna from 1885 to 1939? General John P. S. Gobin selected
Mount Gretna due to its natural characteristics, “excellent railroad facilities,
and a sufficient distance
from any town to remove …
the temptations incident to
camp life when located near
a town.” The site was used
as a rifle and artillery range
and included a “Soldier’s
Field” for inspections,
grand reviews, and parades.
Many dignitaries visited the
Mount Gretna encampment
including numerous
Erected in Mount Gretna about 1890, the Range
Pennsylvania governors,
House provided marksmanship trainers a birds-eye
view of the Pennsylvania National Guardsmen
President Benjamin
honing their skills. Transported to Fort Indiantown
Harrison, General Phillip
Gap in the 1930’s and restored in 2004, the House
Sheridan, and General
is open to the public as part of the Fort Indiantown
Gap Military Museum.
John J. Pershing. S

Then G Now

John Cilley, erector of the Gretna Playhouse
and the Campmeeting Tabernacle, began
construction on those buildings after his
service in the Civil War. Along with building
the Playhouse and Tabernacle, he also built
numerous Mount Gretna cottages. They are
characterized by their tower, semi-circular
porch, and gables. He erected his own cottage
around 1898, located next to the Playhouse.

Cilley Cottage in 1898.

Cilley Cottage today.

Both the “Did You Know?” and the “Then and Now” features were written by Curtis Royer.
Curtis is an historian who has worked part-time this summer at the Mount Gretna Area Historical Society.
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Harrisburg Daily Independent
https://www.newspapers.com/image/88253780
Historic
Research with “Early” Social Media

Harrisburg Daily Independent (Harrisburg, Pennsylvania)

https://www.newspapers.com/image/89287054
by Kristi Donahue

· Mon, Jul 21, 1913 · Page 3
Downloaded on Aug 20, 2018

I

MAGINE READING today’s social media
posts in 2050 or 2080. What details will
they offer to historic researchers? What did
Mount Gretna look like in 2018? What kinds
of entertainment did guests enjoy? What were
the community issues of the day?
Who of us hasn’t wondered about the persons
who built our cottages and lived there at
the turn-of-the-century? Thanks to today’s
technology, we can access historic “social”
media in the form of Personal Notes and
Social Columns of early newspapers.
Today’s technology (along with hard-working
production staff ) has brought historic
documents, in fully-searchable form, to our
desktops. And early newspapers are a treasure
trove of information about Mount Gretna.
Social columns detail the comings-and-goings
of owners and guests at particular cottages
(often with cottage names), and of clubs and
civic events held at our cottages.
The MGAHS now has a subscription to
Newspapers.com, allowing access to and
searching within early news accounts of
Mount Gretna.
The names of former owners, along with a
historic cottage name, can be a starting point
for actually discovering the stories of your
cottage ... and of Mount Gretna.

The Evening News (Harrisburg, Pennsylvania) · Fri,
Harrisburg Daily Independent,
Downloa
August 12, 1912

https://www.newspapers.com/image/63144091

Harrisburg Daily Independent,
The Allentown Leader (Allentown, Pennsylvania)
July 21, 1913

https://www.newspapers.com/image/70281662

· Wed, Jul 11, 1900 · Page 6
Downloaded on Aug 20, 2018

At right and below are early examples of
Copyright © 2018 Newspapers.com. All Rights Reserved.
social news from Mt.
Gretna, as found in
Newspapers.com. S
Reading Times (Reading, Pennsylvania)

https://www.newspapers.com/image/44373744

Kristi Donahue is a part-time staff member
at the University of New Hampshire and is
a year-round Campmeeting resident.

Reading Times (Reading, Pennsylvania)

https://www.newspapers.com/image/44373744

Reading Times, Sept. 7, 1914

· Mon, Sep 7, 1914 · Page 9

Downloaded on Aug 20, 2018

· Mon, Sep 7, 1914 · Page 9
Downloaded on Aug 20, 2018

Allentown Leader, July 11, 1900

Copyright © 2018 Newspapers.com. All Rights Reserved.

Copyright © 2018 Newspapers.com. All Rights Reserved.
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The Harrisburg Evening News,
July 6, 1934

Mount Gretna School of Art:
Creating History by Curtis Royer

Oral Histories: Former Mount Gretna School of Art Students
Talk About the School’s Impact on Mount Gretna History

M

OUNT GRETNA SCHOOL OF ART (MgSoa) is certainly not yet a
“historic” phenomenon by those who would maintain that ﬁfty years is the
cutoff line for historical interpretation. The school was founded on September 10,
2012 and remains active. Currently, its mission is to “provide intensive art instruction
to talented and motivated students in harmony with the community.” yet, there is a
sense of urgency among historians to document the present while memories are fresh
and individuals may still be easily contacted. With this fact in mind, Mt. gretna area
Historical Society reached out to former students of MgSoa to aid future historians
in their understanding of the signiﬁcance of the art school to Gretna.
Miguel Cruz-Cuevas
Former MGSoA Student
instagram.com/m.cruzartlanc

How did the historical nature of Mt. Gretna influence
your art?
I don’t think Mt. Gretna influenced my art in terms of the subject of my paintings.
But being in a place with so much history and culture was motivating and
inspirational. It was exhilarating to see long-time Gretna residents who were excited
and enthusiastic about having painters in their neighborhood. Overall, I think that
being part of Mt. Gretna’s history inspired me the most.
Marisa Smith
Former MGSoA Student
www.marisasmithart.com

What do you think MGSoA’s impact will be on Gretna
history and what sort of legacy will Mt. Gretna leave
with the art students?
The presence MGSoA is shaping the history of Mount Gretna today through the
education and culture of the teachers and students. Their words, ideas, and pictorial
language influence and capture Mount Gretna in its current form. The mission of
the MGSoA parallels the very essence of the Chautauqua movement. Being in
Mount Gretna was a pleasantly overwhelming experience. The conservation of lush
greenery really appealed to me and influenced my art while attending MGSoA’s
Intensive Program.
For more information about Mount Gretna School of Art, visit www.mgsoa.org.
The School of Art currently has twenty students in its seven-week program. In
summer they can be found around any corner of Mount Gretna, painting historic
buildings and cottages, illustrating our scenic outdoors. Be sure to welcome them
and ask about their work.
Curtis Royer is an historian who has worked part-time this summer at the Mount
Gretna Area Historical Society.

IF YOU USE AMAZON to make
online purchases, you can help
Mt.Gretna Area Historical Society
with our fundraising efforts, at no
cost to you. Using the AmazonSmile
page, you can designate us as your
charity. Then, every time you make
a qualified purchase, the Mt. Gretna
Area Historical Society will receive
a donation. It won’t cost you a
anything beyond what you order.
Amazon Smile is a simple and
automatic way for you to support
MGAHS every time you shop, at no
cost to you.
On your fi rst visit to AmazonSmile
(smile.amazon.com) you can
select Mt. Gretna Area Historical
Society as your favorite charitable
organization, before shopping.
Amazon will remember your
selection, and donate a portion of
the price of your eligible purchases
to your selected charity. Then, for
every eligible purchase you make at
smile.amazon.com, Amazon will
donate 0.5% of the price of your
elegible purchase to MGAHS. Th is
applies to your wish list, wedding or
baby registries, and shopping cart
items.
Thank you for already supporting
the Mount Gretna Area Historical
Society and for considering this
opportunity to further support us.
Remember, always start at smile.
amazon.com and Amazon will
donate 0.5% of your eligible
AmazonSmile purchases. S
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Thank You
BUSINESS SPONSORS

Thank You
(as of January 1, 2018)

With heartfelt appreciation for our business sponsors, we ask
you to support them and thank them for
supporting the Mount Gretna Area Historical Society.
Ames Sales & Services, Annville

Thank You

Feather & Feather, P.C., Annville

Garver Insurance & Annuities, Lebanon

Thank You

Hickey Architects, Inc., Mount Gretna
The Jigger Shop, Mount Gretna

Jonestown Bank & Trust, Jonestown
La Cigale, Mount Gretna

Mount Gretna Realty, Mount Gretna
Mt. Gretna Lake & Beach

Penn Realty, Mount Gretna

Thank You

SWC Wealth Management, Mount Gretna
Taylor Miller Pipe Organ Company, York

Timbers Restaurant and Dinner Theate, Mount Gretna

Welcome to our new members who have made a special
commitment to support the ongoing programs and projects of
the Mt. Gretna Area Historical Society:
Donald Brown

Catherine Hugo
DJ Landis

Paula Clark

Sylvia Cueto

IMAGINE what Robert
Coleman would think if he
could see Mount Gretna
today? Many of our greatest
community assets exist
because someone thought it
important enough to
bequeath funds to develop
and sustain them.
For more information on
leaving a legacy gift to the
Mount Gretna Area
Historical Society, contact us
(info@mtgretnahistory.org)
or call us at (717) 964-1105.
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Thank You

Nancy Landis

Thank You

Carlton & Linda Dodge

Philip & Kathleen Forney
Jeff & Karen Fry

Lorraine Light

Heidi Abbey Moyer
Jean Seibert

Kimberly Sluss

Cynthia Thompson

Joanne Gingrich

Rebecca Woodhouse

Carolyn Hefter

Many thanks to all of our members, donors, and volunteers. You
make our community shine!

Join The Mount Gretna Area Historical
Society and receive
j Gretna Chronicles newsletters j Notice of all MGAHS events
j Discounts on events, books, DVDs and commemorative items

Yes, I want to support the Mt. Gretna Area Historical Society
$20 Individual Membership

HOW TO LEAVE A LEGACY GIFT

Thank You

NEW MEMBERS (October 2017-August 2018)

Russ & Cheryl Burke

Chef on the Go, Mount Gretna

Hershey Psychological Associates

Thank You

Yasmin Brown

Atkinson Design, Mount Gretna

Gretna Graphics, Mount Gretna

Thank You

$75 Business Membership

$30 Family Membership

NAME __________________________________________________

Consultation with a
legal or financial adviser
can help you to take
advantage of any savings
in inheritance tax.

ADDRESS _______________________________________________

Our Mount Gretna Area
Historical Society
representative will help
you through the process
and the details. S

E-MAIL _________________________________________________

CITY/STATE/ZIP _______________________________________
PHONE _________________________________________________

Check enclosed
(Payable to: Mt. Gretna Area Historical Society, )
Master Card

Visa

Card # ____________________________________________________
Exp. Date _________________________________________________
Signature _________________________________________________

Mail completed form to: The Mount Gretna Area Historical Society
P.O. Box 362, Mt. Gretna, PA 17064

A Text Message from Mt. Gretna...

This postcard with an
image the of Chautauqua
Gate to the Campmeeting
Grounds was published
by Harpel’s Art Store,
Lebanon, Pa.

The mailing date is
August 17, but the year
is not clearly stamped on
this cancellation mark.
Postcards with a divided
back were permitted in
the U.S. beginning on
March 1, 1907, so we
know this postcard was
published sometime after
March 1, 1907.

Our Mount Gretna Historical Society Research Library holds many images and
descriptions of early Mount Gretna artifacts. Volunteers are working on adding items and descriptions to our
searchable database of historical society artifacts.
If you wish to do research on a Mount Gretna topic, contact the MGAHS and set up an appointment for
research help. Our hours and contact information is listed on our website at https://mtgretnahistory.org

P.O. Box 362
Mt. Gretna, PA 17064
(717) 964-1105
info@mtgretnahistory.org

Learn about our

Mount Gretna History
& help to preserve it

