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In August 1888, Edward Baltzley purchased from William Reading a tract of 516
acres of land along the Potomace River east of Cabin John Creek.7 Baltzley, with his
twin brother, Edwin, had a grand vision for a summer resort and a permanent community
of palatial homes overlooking the river. Later their vision included the establish
ment of a National Chautauqua. This is the story of how an amusement park evolved
from the failure of their dreams and brought a different kind of joy and pleasure
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To encourage the establishment of the Chautauqua, the Baltzley brothers deeded 80
acres of land to the corporation known as "The National Chautauqua of Glen Echo.,,6
The Chautauqua movement had begun in 1874 on the shores of Lake Chautauqua in New York.
Its organizers were Lewis Miller, an Ohio manufacturer and Sunday-school teacher, and

In the summer of 1890, the Baltzleys opened the huge Pa-taw-o-meck Cafe, a grand,
enormous, rambling building of 30,000 cedar logs. Its dining rooms, towers, and
balconies afforded opportunities to enjoy the natural vistas of land, water, and
foliage. This structure burned in November 1890, only four months after its comple
tion! The sale of lots for home sites was vigorous at first, but only four stone
houses were built on the heights overlooking the river. Economic depression, fear of
malaria, and competition from the Chevy Chase Land Company forced abandonment of the
grand vision of palatial homes.

Although the Glen Echo Railroad had been chartered in December 1889, it did not
begin operation until June 1891.4 In 1891, electric cars were making the round trip
from Tennallytown (actually from Wisconsin and Willard Avenues) to Glen Echo for 35
cents.5 By 1900, the Glen Echo Railroad had ceased operations.

The Baltzleys named their project Glen-Echo-on-the-Potomac and extolled its
setting in a sales brochure: "And we of Washington, the most beautiful of cities,
where have we been wandering that our eyes have not come to see and our hearts to
know the rich treasures our own Potomac has been tendering us these many years?
Here we have our own Rhine, our own Hudson, but we knew it not. Here we have scenes
of beauty, altitudes of health, and regions of promise and pleasure, where we may
take our wives and children, and build them homes, and rear them, that when the after
day comes their faces shall shine with the beauty that the loveliness of Nature has
implanted in them, and their hearts will glow with the tender love and gladness they
have learned from the delicate leaf, the eloquent smile of the arduous sun on the
distant hills, the music the water makes against rocky isles, and shores made stately
by the dignity of ancient trees; these and the ten thousand voices which teach the
child those divine secrets that make pure men and women, and implant the well-spring
of genius."2 The prospectus promised material amenities as well: Granite from five
quarries opened on the site was promised "to all who build, at the bare cost of quarry
ing." "Electric light will be furnished to all who desire it." "Every care is and
will continue to be taken to make the service of the Glen Echo R.R. unsurpassed.,,3

than they had envisioned to several generations of young people. It too failed in
time, only to be succeeded by a Glen Echo Park offering, in the spiri.t of the Chau
tauqua days, educational opportuniti.es at minimal cost and entertainment for the
entire family.
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Heekday programs were a mix of culture and religion, ranging from music and
poetry to the religious problems raised by the theories of evolution. Diversions from
the scheduled programs, which ran from mid-morning until evening, included picnics,
bicycling, tennis, and baseball. The Sunday schedule originally was devoted to Sunday
school, Bible study, sermons, and a vesper service, but, as the season progressed,
even these programs became more secular. 12

On February 1, 1891, work began on two buildings, an Amphitheater and a Hall
of Philosophy. Neither of these buildings was completed by opening day, June 16,
1891, but the Amphitheater was available for use. The Amphitheater was built of
locally quarried granite. It was 206 feet in diameter and could accommodate 6000
people seated in circular rows in the wooden superstructure. On the stage, large
enough for 100 singers, was a pipe organ which cost $10,000.10 Minnehaha Creek had
been channeled to flow under the building to provide power for a speaker system and
for the operation of the pipe organ. About 1000 people turned out for the opening
ceremonies, and about 300 families arrived to spend the season in tents. The season
was originally scheduled to end on July 4, but, because attendance was so good, it
did not end until August 1.11

A Woman's Department was established, with Miss Clara Barton as president, to
"have charge of the advancement of woman, improving and enlarging her scope of use
fulness."g Other prominent women involved were Mrs. John Hesley Powell and Mrs.
Leland Stanford.

Forty-two men joined in incorporating the National Chautauqua. Among them
were many prominent citizens of Montgomery County: B.H. Warner, George Peter, James
B. Henderson, Hattersly W. Talbott, James Anderson, Thomas Anderson, William V. Bouic,
Jr., Judge John Vinson, General Drum, Arthur B. Cropley, H. Bradley Davidson, and the
Baltzley brothers. The object of the organization, as set forth in the charter, was
to "promote liberal and practical education, especially among the masses of the people;
to teach the sciences, arts, languages, and literature; to prepare its patrons for
their several pursuits and professions in life, and to fit them for the duties which
devolve upon them as members of society ..•,,8 The charter also made provisions for
$1,000,000 to be used to construct buildings and improve the grounds.

John H. Vincent, a minister and later bishop of the Methodist Episcopal Church.
They sought to unify the factionalism within Protestantism by means of secularized
assemblies offering culture within a religious framework. They rejected the austere
fundamentalism of camp meetings and insisted upon democratizing learning. By 1891,
there were 52 assemblies throughout the country which met in tents for a summer
session of two weeks. The National Chautauqua of Glen Echo, however, was to be a
permanent seat of culture. 7
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In 1921, a carousel was procured for the Glen Echo Amusement Park. It was
created by the famous carousel designer, 1.rJilliamH. Dentzel, known as "Hobby-Horse
Bill." Dentzel's father, Gustav (son of a German cabinet maker), came to the United
States and began making carousels as the family had occasionally done in the old

Schloss adopted a policy of adding a major attraction each year, investing a
million dollars over the years. The Chautauqua Amphitheater was converted into a Fun
House known as the Midway. Here in the cavernous building youngsters could slide
down the long sliding board, spin in a whirling tub, crawl over rolling barrels, and
ride scooters on the circular catwalk far overhead. The floor had unseen openings
through which hidden operators would blow air and cause the skirts of unsuspecting
girls to billow over their heads. One writer remembered the experience thusly:
"When this calamity happened, the screams could be heard clearly in Silver Spring.
And of course, everybody else laughed. The hapless victim blushed nine vivid shades
of red and retreated until the incident was forgotten."lB Appropriately one of the
many signs in the building read: "Laugh at the other fellow get it - but don't get
sore if you get it."19

The Glen Echo Amusement Park enjoyed its greatest success under the leadership of
Leonard B. Schloss, who became vice-president and general manager in 1911, a position
in which he served until 1948. Mr. Schloss was well-acquainted with the amusement
business. He started at the age of 18 as an usher in the Bush Street Theater in San
Francisco; in six months he was working in the box office and soon thereafter became
treasurer of the house. He later traveled extensively, touring the country and
looking after the interests of such notables as John L. Sullivan, Howard Thurston, a
premier magician of the day, and many others.17

By 1903, the Chautauqua Association was so deeply in debt that the property was
taken over by the Baltimore Building and Loan Association, holder of the first trust.
The Chautauqua grounds were sold to the Washington Railway and Electric Company15 in
1911. The Washington Railway and Electric Company originally operated a trolley line
from Georgetown to the District Line,16 a line later extended to Glen Echo and Cabin
John. Around 1900, Alonzo P. Shaw leased the property and converted it into an amuse
ment park.

In spite of the success of the first season of the National Chautauqua, it never
reopened. The Washington Even~ng S~an reported a Fourth of July event in the Amphi
theater in 1892 but nothing else.13 Illness among the workers that spring had led to
rumors of an epidemic of malaria and discouraged visitors from coming to the area.
From 1893 to 1897, the Amphitheater was used occasionally for c09~erts and recitals
and, during the latter part of that period, for vaudeville acts.
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At about the same time, a roller coaster, called the "Coaster Dips," was
installed. This roller coaster, although not the first at Glen Echo, remained one

Music for the carousel was originally supplied by a small Wurlitzer single-roll
Military Band Organ. In 1926, a Wurlitzer duplex (two-roll) Orchestral Band Organ
was purchased. About 1952, the organ was converted to play Caliola rolls, which
provided a more popular, less military, sound.

The Glen Echo Carousel

country. Hobby-Horse Bill was thus following in his father's footsteps. The animals
that grace the carousel at Glen Echo were hand-carved from laminated blocks of wood.
The Glen Echo carousel has 52 animals arranged in three rows; the outside row remains
stationary while the animals in the other two rows rise and fall as the carousel
turns. There are 40 horses and 12 other animals including rabbits, ostriches,
giraffes, tigers, lions, zebras, and a stag. Dentzel had difficulty carving the
antlers of the stag so he used real antlers. For the faint of heart there are two
stationary chariots decorated with dragons. The upper rim of the carousel is decorated
with lights and mirrors and the faces of cherubs, jesters, and maidens amid garlands
of flowers. The faces and the flowers are sculpted of plaster over wood.
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In addition to rides there were many activities such as the Shooting Gallery,
the Penny Arcade, the Hall of Mirrors, Miniature Golf, Skee Ball, Kiddie Land, and

Other rides which were Glen Echo attractions were a Ferris Wheel, Dodgem, Motor
Boats, the Whip, the Cuddle Up, Airplanes, and the Tunnel of Love. Dodgem featured
cars, powered by electricity through a vertical rod to the ceiling, steered by their
operators to avoid - or create - a collision. When collision occurred, sparks flew -
literally. The centrifugal forces in the Cuddle Up cars tossed the occupants togeth
er and held them in position. The airplanes rose from their positions at rest and,
while spinning in a circle around a center support, climbed and dived ever so slightly.
Young swains took their girl friends through the darkened Tunnel of Love in small
boats on a chain-driven track under water. The Tunnel of Love was later modified
and called the World Cruise.

The Coaster Dips

of the greatest attractions throughout the years. Its cars rose 63 feet in the air
on wooden trestles and reached speeds of 60 miles an hour along its 3000 feet of
track. The clatter of the cars and the squeals of the riders were heard far beyond
the confines of the Amusement Park.
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A Summer Day in the Crystal Pool. Note the Midway in the background.

Ground was broken on February 20, 1931, for the construction of a huge swimming
pool. Public swimming pools we~e rare in those days; in fact, the only other pool'
in Montgomery County was the pool at Chevy Chase Lake. The Glen Echo pool was de
signed by Alexander, Becker & Schoeppe of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, and built ~y
Skinner & Garret.t of Washington, D.C., at a cost of $250,000. The pool was divided
into four areas - one for general swimming, one for deep-water swimming, one for
children to splash in shallowater, and one for diving. It was equipped with a div
ing board and a sliding board and had lights on the bottom and a fountain in the
middle. The facility could accommodate 3000 people at one time and provide lockers
for all. Adjacent to the pool was a 10,000-square-foot sand beach. The Glen Echo
Crystal Pool was one of the first in the United States to boast a real sand beach.
There was also an observation pavilion from which spectators could watch the activity
in the pool below.20

the Haunted House. In the Penny Arcade little children doggedly attempted to man
ipulate a metal claw to retrieve a tempting-looking toy buried in a sea of penny candy.
The toys were elusive, but the licorice sticks were good. Older children, and adults,
demonstrated their marksmanship as they attempted to shoot the moving ducks and
rabbits in the Shooting Gallery. Young and old alike laughed at their distorted images
in the Hall of Mirrors.
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The trolley line which passed directly in front of the main entrance was easily
accessible to most of the young people of the District of Columbia. In fact, a ride
on the Cabin John street car line was a thrill in itself as the car swayed along on
the ~restles high above the Potomac River. Crowds of 30,000 were not unusual on
weekends. Jerry Price, who succeeded Mr. Schloss as manager, is quoted as saying
that the greatest tribute to Glen Echo came from a New Zealander who told him that
he had been most impressed by five things in his travels around the world: the view

All these attractions were arrayed in a park-like setting with enough shade
trees to provide picnic areas. Many families brought their own picnic lunches al
though concession stands offered a variety of refreshments, with pink cotton candy
a big favorite. The Glen Echo Amusement Park was long considered wholesome family
entertainment, and, as such, it enjoyed great success for more than four decades.
During the roaring '20's, the new roller coaster represented the very latest in
amusement park attractions. Even during the depression the Park was a popular spot.
Undoubtedly its bright light~ and sparkling new Crystal Pool provided an escape from
every-day concerns. The Park continued to be crowded during the years of World War
II as service men brought their dates for an evening's entertajnment. The motor
boats were taken out of operation because of gasoline rationing. Ammunition was
short at the Shooting Gallery. Nevertheless, business was good, and there were
still plenty of attractions to provide entertainment.

Architects' Sketch of the Spanish Ballroom
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The Spanish Ballroom was built in 1933. As its name implies, it features many
architectural elements of Spanish origin. Its 180-foot long, maple dance floor has
vibrated to the motions of dancers for more than half a century. In its heyday it
rivaled New York's Roseland as a tour stop for major dance bands.27
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With revenues continuing to decline and operating costs continuing to rise, the
Park did not open for the 1969 season. With the Park closed, the Rekab Corporation

Glen Echo Amusement Park traditionally opened for the summer season on Easter
Monday. It had also traditionally enforced a policy of racial segregation. In the
summer of 1960, blacks and whites picketed the Park. The following summer the Park
was desegregated. On Easter Monday of 1966, a large crowd was on hand; newspaper
estimates of crowd size varied from 6000 to 12,000. The roller coaster had to be
shut down early in the day when a bad timber was found in a routine inspection.
Without the roller coaster and with long lines at other rides, some of the park
patrons became restless by late afternoon and began to bother the operators of the
rides and to try to board the rides by climbing fences. As a result management
closed the entire Park at 6 P.M. about six hours before the normal closing time of
midnight. The crowds headed for the bus terminal (the trolley had ceased operations
in 1961). Since the transit company had not planned to add extra buses until nearer
closing time, there was not adequate transporation to handle the crowd. Some of those
who could not squeeze aboard the buses vented their anger by damaging the buses. The
unruly young people, who were actually only a small portion of those who had been at
the Park, then began walking toward the District Line, smashing windows in homes and
vandalizing automobiles as they made their way along Massachusetts Avenue and MacArthur
Boulevard. 24 Since many of those without transportation were black, the incident as
sumed racial overtones even though a citizen's committee appointed to investigate the
disorder concluded that it was not planned nor was it racial in origin or execution.25
The park did reopen the next day, but from this time on the popularity of the Glen
Echo Amusement Park never revived.

In 1954, during a battle over control of the Capital Transit Company, successor
of the Washington Railway and Electric Company, Louis Wolfson, president of Capital
Transit, transferred the Amusement Park to a separate corporation called Continental
Enterprises, Inc. On June 18, 1955, the Amusement Park was purchased from Continen
tal by Rekab, Inc., of New Jersey, an organization headed by Abram Baker and his
brothers, Samuel and Manuel. (Rekab is Baker spelled backward.) The Baker brothers
had interests in Palisades and Olympic Parks in New Jersey.23 In spite of their
experience in the management of amusement parks, the fortunes of Glen Echo began to
decline. Interest in small amusement park was waning as theme parks such as Disney
land came ipto bei_ng; operating costs were rising; and, at Glen Echo, facilities
were deteriorating with age. In 1949, the wooden structure of the old Chautauqua
Amphitheater was declared unsafe. On September 16, 1956, it was burned under the
watchful eyes of the Glen Echo, Cabj_n John, and Kensington Fire Departments. Un
fortunately the stone foundation was also destroyed, bulldozed into the grottoes and
paved over for a parking lot.

of Honolulu at dusk from the air; San Francisco at night from the Top of t.heMark
(i.e., the Mark Hopkins Hotel); the United States as a whole; the city of Washington
in particular; and Glen Echo's roller coaster!22
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Once again, with deteriorating facilities and looming budget cuts, the future
of Glen Echo Park is threatened. Faced with $2.5 million of needed renovations and
capital improvements, the National Park Service is considering leasing the Park.
Concerned citizens have created a private corporation, the Glen Echo Park Foundation,
and have begun a drive to raise money to stabilize and preserve existing structures
and to continue educational cultural programs.

POSTSCRIPT

The present Glen Echo Park hosts a variety of activities in the remnants of the
Amusement Park. The Penny Arcade is now home to the Adventure Theater which stages
fables and fairy tales, puppet plays and the adaptations of popular modern stories
for children. On weekend evenings during the summer the Spanish Ballroom comes to
life with square dancing on Friday nights, ballroom dancing to the sounds of a big
band on Saturday nights, and folk dancing on Sunday nights. Artists of all kinds
lease space to teach ceramics, basket weaving, painting, photography, woodworking,
and sculpture. The stone tower at the Amusement Park entrance, the only intact
structure remaining from the 1891 Chautauqua, houses a gallery which shows the work
of the artists who teach and create in Glen Echo Park. Thus, after almost a century,
Glen Echo Park has, in a sense, returned to the intent of the original Chautauqua -
a learning center offering education and enjoyment to the public.

Between the time the Amusement Park was closed and the beginning of National
Park Service management, many of the rides were sold, including the historic Dentzel
Carousel. The Town of Glen Echo, through the Save the Carousel Committee and with
the assistance of the National Park Foundation and the National Trust for Historic
Preservation, launched a fund-raising drive to rescue this irreplaceable example of
American folk art. Through the combined efforts of local foundations, public offi
cials, hundreds of individuals, and a cooperative press, sufficient funds were raised
to purchase the carousel and band organ. They were presented to the National Park
Service and have provided a focal point for the new Glen Echo Park and 'a link to its
past. Every Wednesday and every weekend during the summer one can still ride the
carousel and listen to its music.

In 1970, the General Services Administration arranged a trade with Rekab of a
piece of property in the District of Columbia equal in value to the 16 acres of Glen
Echo Park. The National Park Service began management of the property in 1971 and
formally received custody of the property in March 1976. Glen Echo Park is present
ly administered by the National Park Service, Department of the Interior, as a park
emphasizing arts and cultural education for the community.

proposed building an office complex and high-rise apartments on the tract, develop
ment which would radically alter the Town of Glen Echo. Vocal opposition from the
citizens prevented rezoning of the property.
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