Independence Day at the End of the Line: ElImira's Lost
Trolley Park

Of all the days on the calendar, the Fourth of July was the one the streetcar companies
prayed for. And in Elmira, that prayer had a name: Rorick's Glen.

To understand why, you have to understand the strange and clever business that built it.
The Holiday Was the Whole Point

At the turn of the twentieth century, the electric trolley was remaking American life. But the
companies that ran the lines had a problem. Monday through Friday, the cars were
jammed with commuters. Come the weekend — and especially come a holiday — the
tracks went quiet and the fares dried up.

So transit companies across the country hit on the same idea. Buy cheap land at the far
end of the line, build something people couldn't resist, and let the public pay a nickel each
way to get there. The park didn't have to turn a profit on its own. It just had to fill the
trolleys.

In Elmira, the Elmira Water, Light & Railroad Company put that idea to work on 125 acres
along the south bank of the Chemung River. The land had once been timbered; before that,
ancient Native American earthworks crowned the hills above it. The company opened the
park on Memorial Day in 1900 and named it Rorick's Glen. For the next seventeen years, it
was the place to be in the Twin Tiers.

And no day filled those trolleys like the Fourth of July.
Across the Bridge

A holiday trip to Rorick's Glen was an event before you ever arrived. Families packed up,
walked downtown, and climbed aboard the open-air summer cars that ran out the West
Water Street line toward the river. On the Fourth, they ran one after another, packed
shoulder to shoulder.

Atthe river's edge, everyone climbed down and crossed on foot. A long wooden footbridge
swung out over the Chemung — a fragile thing that washed out more than once in the
spring floods — and on the far side waited a different world from the rowdy, saloon-lined
streets back in the city.



Rorick's Glen was strictly liquor-free, and that was the selling point. It was built for
families: manicured picnic grounds, gardens and fountains, canoe rentals on the river, a
roller coaster, a circle swing, a little railroad, and a grand dance pavilion where the big
bands played into the evening. There were even donkeys and Angora goats — broughtin to
pull children's carts up the winding paths toward the old Indian Steps, when the stubborn
animals could be persuaded to move at all.

The Crown Jewel

But the heart of Rorick's Glen was its theater.

Advertised as the largest and most elaborate open-air playhouse in the country, it seated
somewhere between 1,200 and 2,000 people beneath a sweeping porch hung with ferns
and geraniums. Behind the stage sat machinery elaborate enough to conjure artificial rain
and snow on cue. For years it served as the summer home of the famous Manhattan Opera
Company, and it drew talent that had no business playing a park at the end of a trolley line.

Here, too, the economics showed their hand. Because the whole point was selling
streetcar tickets, the theater was almost absurdly cheap. Many seats cost nothing at all to
anyone who'd paid the trolley fare to get there, and the best boxes in the house went for
pocket change. The company wasn't trying to get rich on tickets. It was getting rich on the
ride.

On the Fourth of July, every one of those seats was spoken for. The crowds came off the
trolleys all afternoon and into the night — the picnics, the music, the performances, and as
the dark came on, fireworks over the Chemung. For one day, the captive audience of the
streetcar age turned out in full, and Rorick's Glen was the brightest spot in Elmira.

The Fire That Nearly Took the Season

The Glen's luck was not unbreakable.

In June of 1904, with the summer season just hitting its stride, fire swept through the great
wooden theater and burned it to the ground. For a park whose entire calendar bent toward
the Fourth of July, the timing could not have been worse. The most profitable stretch of the
year was bearing down, and the centerpiece was a pile of ash.

The company refused to lose the season. Crews went to work and rebuilt fast — fast
enough to keep the summer's performances on the stage and the trolleys running full to
the river. By the following year, a redesigned theater rose in its place, this one fitted with
heavy canvas curtains that could be rolled down over the open windows the moment a
summer storm rolled in.



It was the kind of resilience that made Rorick's Glen a legend in its own time. The Fourth of
July, it turned out, was worth racing the calendar for.

The End of the Line

What finally undid Rorick's Glen wasn't fire. It was the very thing that had created it.

By 1917, the automobile had begun to set Elmirans free. A family with a car didn't need the
streetcar to reach a good time — they could drive to a lake, a farther town, a wider world.

The captive audience that had made the trolley park possible simply drove away. The park
faded, the company let the grounds go, and the great theater eventually fell silent for good.

The land found a quieter second life. The Boy Scouts used the Rorick's Glen reservation for
camping and gatherings for decades. But the floods kept coming — the high water of 1946
battered what remained, and the flood of 1972 washed out the bridge and swept much of it
away entirely.

Today, almost nothing is left. Drive out West Water Street and you'll pass two squat stone
pillars standing in a quiet lot — about eleven feet tall, set some twenty-five feet apart. Most
people who pass them have no idea what they were. They aren't the remains of a cabin or a
monument. They're the old entrance to the park, set wide apart because trolleys once
rolled between them, carrying families down to the river on the brightest Fourth of July of
their lives.
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