HOLY HIGHLIGHTS FROM THE HILL OVERLOOKING ROBESONIA

READING FAIR STAND - “Kumm esse; eat yourself full!”

Shortly after Rev. Elmer Leisey became the pastor of St. Daniel’s in 1940, high membership
in the Sunday School sparked the dream to have a new educational building that could
house the entire school. To raise funds for the construction of an educational wing, the
church and school cooperated to operate the Reading Fair food stand. The food stand was
purchased from Muddy Creek Church on August 27, 1941, for $750 and St. Daniel’s
operated it through 1961. The exception was the years 1943 through 1945 during World
War Il, when the Fair was canceled and a United States Army depot was located on the
grounds. Profits resulting from this venture increased the Building Fund to such a degree
that a future building was no longer a dream but became a reality.

Muddy Creek Church owned the original stand at the Reading Fair for 21 years. Funds from
the stand were used to pay off their building debt. When their mortgage was finally
satisfied, Muddy Creek sold the stand to St. Daniel’s. Edith Spohn was the coordinator of
the dining room at the Reading Fair Stand, first for Muddy Creek (her childhood church) and
then for St. Daniel’s. According to Edith, “l went to the Fair Stand at 5 AM and made
breakfast for the workers, stayed to work all day, came home to deposit the money in the
bank. | also did a lot of the buying and took care of much of the transportation. | enjoyed all
of it.”

From 1915 until 1978, the Reading Fair was located off N. 11th Street in Muhlenberg
Township, near the site of the now former Fairgrounds Square Mall. The Fair typically took
place around the 2nd week of September, opening on a Sunday and running through the
following weekend. St. Daniel’s food stand was closed on Sundays but operated the rest of
the days. The Reading Fair included various amusements and carnival-type acts and a
track, first for harness horse racing and later for auto racing. Frank Sinatra performed at the
Fairin 1950 and over the years a few other big-name acts included Ray Charles, The Porter
Wagoner and Bill Andershow Show, and Pat Boone.

Located near the entrance to the Grandstand, the St. Daniel’s food stand was considered
the “official Pennsylvania Dutch stand of the Fair” with dinner specialties that consisted of
pork and sauerkraut, ham, beef, turkey, chicken, and vegetable soup. Oysters were served
on Fridays. As noted in last week’s Holy Highlight, Rev. Leisey was well known as the
“Barker” at the Reading Fair Food Stand, calling in the crowds from the midway to purchase
meals prepared by St. Daniel’s members. After Pastor Leisey retired from St. Daniel’s in
1957, Stewart Wenrich took over as the barker.
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Some of the committees for the preparation and execution of the food stand were:
Planning, transportation, building maintenance, garbage, plumbing, decorating,
amplification, purchasing, publicity, donations, cashiers, potatoes (boiling, peeling,
mashing, etc.), apple sauce, sauerkraut, pepper cabbage, pies, ice cream, coffee, kitchen,
dining room, breakfast and evening shift, night shift. [I[magine needing a committee for
various individual food items like pepper cabbage!] There could be 150+ helpers
throughout the week, and many St. Daniel’s members took a week of vacation to work the
stand. Clearly, this was a major endeavor!

Originally constructed from rough lumber and cement block, in 1956, the stand was rebuilt
at a cost of over $2,700 + over $800 in new equipment, including a new half-bushel potato
masher which was hauled to the fair on John Leiss’s cattle truck. The lumber for the frame
and roof of the new structure came from the farm of Calvin Brown. Hurricane Hazel had
uprooted the trees in October 1954, and Brown and others from St. Daniel’s cut the trees
into the lumber. After the rebuild, the stand had Pennsylvania German motifs next to the
sign above the entrance which were hand-painted by member Thomas Alexander.

After the stand was rebuilt in 1956, an article in the September 11, 1956 Reading Eagle
noted, “The newness of the ‘Eck Karrich’ structure, the initiative of its pastor, and the spirit
of cooperation of all workers, drew us to this beehive of activity.” Learning about the Fair
and hearing stories from present-day members who worked there, it sounds like it was yet
another St. Daniel’s activity involving lots of hard work and lots of hearty souls willing to do
that work. Though it was a lot of effort, there was also camaraderie, fellowship, and fun.

A few memories shared by members past and present during interviews for St. Daniel’s
250th Anniversary in 2001:

Laura Lutz remembered being in charge of the dining room on the late shift, from 2 PM until
after the fireworks in the evening. She said that some members roasted meat at home and
some peeled potatoes, while some made sauerkraut in the weeks before the fair. Meals
cost 50 cents and later increased to 75 cents. Evelyn Yoh noted that workers received a free
meal but paid for their dessert. There was a little time after lunch before the supper shift to
enjoy the fair. In prepping the stand, the men put down 6 inches of sawdust and “sprayed
enough DDT so there would have been no flies for years.” Daniel Bechtel said that
macadam eventually replaced the saw dust on the floor. There was bone marrow on bread
on the menu and oysters were served on Friday. Joseph Bechtel remembered helping his
father, Daniel, to spray whitewash on the walls and put sawdust on the floor. He stated that
meals cost $1.50 and went up to $1.75. [Note: Price differences between Laura’s and
Joseph’s memories may have been due to the different years they were recalling from 1941-
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1961.] Linda Eckert Rentschler was a helper at the stand; Irene Brown would take some
kids to the fairgrounds after school for that purpose. Bertha Kalbach and Edith Spohn
recalled that Raymond Kalbach and Calvin Brown worked hard to put a big refrigerator into
the Fair Stand. Prior to the days of refrigeration, food was kept in large cattle troughs filled
with ice. The butcher at Furlough’s meat market cut the pieces of meat for St. Daniel’s and
delivered it to the stand; sometimes members had to make extra pickups. Bread came
from Maier’s Bakery.

Throughout its existence, the Reading Fair Stand was a source of financial support to the
congregation. In 1941-1942 the stand was operated by the St. Daniel’s Women’s Guild and
Brotherhood. The first year, the total revenue was $2,162.67 with expenses of $1,999.35,
resulting in a profit of just $163.32. Profits increased the next year to $2,078.89 and war
bonds were purchased with $1,480 of the proceeds. By 1946, as a project of the church,
the Fair Stand contributed significantly to the church’s finances. That year, total receipts of
$13,685.92 less $4,187.93 in expenses resulted in a profit of $9,497.99. All other general
receipts for the congregation that year totaled $6,851.53 so the Fair Stand was quite a boon
to the bank account! In 1953, the Fair Stand contributed $6,056.60 to the building fund.
This was a considerable sum, considering the Building Fund debt as of January 1, 1954,
was $25,800.

All told, for the 20 years St. Daniel’s had the stand (not including the war years 1943-1945),
profits totaled approximately $80,000!! Based on accounting information in the
Parish/Church Records from those years, 1948 was the best year for receipts, with a total
of $13,907.38. But 1946 was the best year for profit, with $9,497.99 made.

Due to pressure from the Ministerium of Pennsylvania to discontinue all commercial
ventures of the churches, following the recommendation of the St. Daniel’s Finance
Committee, the congregation decided at a meeting on January 21, 1962 to sell the stand. It
was rented out for a total of $50 during Fair week in 1962, and, to replace some of the lost
funding, “Fairless Fair” envelope donations amounted to $420.25. The stand was also
rented out for $50 in each of the years 1963 (undocumented renter) and 1964 (to UGI).
During the years 1965-1966, Church Council records show some difficulty with resolving
the disposition of the stand with Reading Fair officials, which actually resulted in
consulting a lawyer regarding the directive that St. Daniel’s had to operate the stand or pay
rent. In 1966, St. Daniel’s was able to remove the contents of the stand, while receiving
only a final $50 rental fee for the building from Lindy Vicari, a stock-car racing promoter and
operator of the Reading Fairgrounds from 1955 until 1979. [The name “Lindy Vacaro” was
recorded in a few members’ 250th Anniversary historical interviews pertaining to the Fair

Posted to Facebook by Kim Henning
June 18, 2026 Page 3 0of 10



Stand’s final disposition, but a Google search suggests the correct spelling was Lindy
Vicari.] Seems a bittersweet ending for such a remarkable venture...

What an amazing and enduring history we share!

Follow this space throughout the year for snippets of St. Daniel's history from 1751 to 2026.

Historical details taken from the 'St. Daniel's Evangelical Lutheran Church "Eck Kirche"
1751-2001' church history book written by the St. Daniel's History Committee in
celebration of the 250th anniversary. More details regarding this topic are found in Chapter
3 — Pastors — Elmer Lebo Leisey, 1940-1957; Chapter 4 — Ministry — Sunday School and
Christian Education; Chapter 7 — The Organizational Church - Secretaries/Administrative
Assistants; Chapter 7 — The Organizational Church — Church Finances. Additional details
from member interviews for the 250th anniversary, as well as Parish Records, Church
Records, and Church Council minutes from the applicable years. Additional Reading Fair
history gathered from GoReadingBerks.com. Photos from St. Daniel’s archives.

#StDaniels #StDanielsLutheranChurch #EckKirche #CornerChurch
#0nTheHillOverlookingRobesonia #RobesoniaPA #1751StDaniels2026
#275thAnniversary #HolyHighlights #History #OurHistory #ReadingFair
#ReadingFairFoodStand #PennsylvaniaDutch #PennsylvaniaGerman
#ReverendElmerLeisey #BuildingFund #ParishRecord #ALotHappensin275Years

A postcard from 1951 advertising for the Fair Stand.
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Reading Eagle photo from 1948.
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Undated photos of the cleaning crew preparing the stand for Reading Fair week.
(Same photo with Adam and Edith Spohn switching out.)

Front row: Warren Davis, Rev. Leisey, John Bennethum, Calvin Brown, Adam Spohn, Daniel Bechtel,
Jacob Coleman

Back row: Earl Angstadt, Earl Lutz (hidden), Peter Gruber, Leroy Stump, Mrs. Homer Wealand, Verna
Schell, (hidden person), Mrs. Earl Lutz, Margaret Gruber, Beulah Bennethum, Helen Stump

Front row: Warren Davis, Rev. Leisey, John Bennethum, Calvin Brown, Edith Spohn, Daniel Bechtel,
Jacob Coleman

Back row: Earl Angstadt, Earl Lutz, Peter Gruber, Leroy Stump, Mrs. Homer Wealand, Verna Schell,
(hidden person), Mrs. Earl Lutz, Margaret Gruber, Beulah Bennethum, Helen Stump
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The food stand after being rebuilt in 1956.

From the 1957 Parish Record.
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Information from the 1959 Church Record.

Reading Eagle article (undated).
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Unidentified workers at the Fair Stand.

Edith Spohn at the Fair Stand.

Photo from the 1947 Parish Record. Reading Eagle photo from 1960.
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Rev. Leisey acting as the carnival barker for St.
Daniel’s food stand at the Reading Fair.

Reading Eagle article,
September 11, 1956
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