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The flier, announcing a “Sandyvale Memorial Day Ceremony and Johnstown Community Event” on May 30, brought to mind some half-remembered facts. To verify them, I pulled “Memoirs of an Itinerant” off my bookshelf and on page 268 found author H.L. Chapman’s description of May 30, 1889:

As we rode in the carriage which conveyed the distinguished orator to the Sandy Vale Cemetery, where lay the soldier dead whose graves were to be decorated, all felt exhilarated and elated by the music of the bands, and the vastness of the crowds which thronged the streets through which we passed.
That this year’s observed Memorial Day falls on the holiday’s traditional date is a noteworthy coincidence. Since the National Holiday Act of 1971 made the last Monday in May the observed Memorial Day, this will only be the sixth time in 40 years that the observed and traditional holidays have coincided. But what had connected the flier to my memory was less the date than the location: Sandyvale. During my 30-plus years of living in Johnstown, there probably has been no public place in town more respected – but less used.
Dating at least to the 1840s, Sandyvale was established along the Stonycreek River as Johnstown’s community cemetery and is believed to contain graves of veterans from seven wars, including as many as 400 soldiers killed during the Civil War. In total, there may have been 6,000 burials on this 11-acre site. But none of that can be verified today, due to the floods of 1889, 1936 and 1977. The 1936 flood also washed away all of the cemetery’s records. New cemeteries were established on higher ground and the neighborhood around the cemetery deteriorated, isolating Sandyvale from the community mainstream. By the 1980s this old cemetery’s remaining headstones were randomly placed, and its only visitors were there to walk dogs or play a pickup game of football.
Repeatedly, various groups attempted to revive the site with a variety of plans. But they couldn’t sustain them. However, since the Cambria County Court’s appointment of the Sandyvale Cemetery Association as the site’s guardian in the 1990s, the situation has improved. In recent years, Bill Horner – a great-great-great-grandson of the cemetery’s founder, Jacob Horner – has served as the group’s president, and Sandyvale is seeing some new life. Plans have been developed, massaged, then restructured to reflect financial realities. Various volunteers have joined in, cleaning the grounds, arranging stones and landscaping. A section of urban trail was developed through the site.
Today, Horner’s group is called the Sandyvale Memorial Gardens and Conservancy, Inc. It has modest, step-by-step goals to restore Sandyvale’s role as a community gathering place with a designated veterans’ memorial, community garden, educational center, greenhouse, dog park and concession stand.
Monday, May 30, Horner’s group and the City of Johnstown are cosponsoring a Memorial Day community event there in the tradition of those held at “Sandy Vale” in the late 19th century. A morning ceremony will honor the fallen soldiers and veterans still buried there with military units, Scout troops, choral presentations, a guest speaker and an exhibition jump by the Silver Wings parachute team. Afternoon activities will include live music, food vendors, inflatables for kids, classic car and motorcycle cruises and military exhibits. Activities will continue from 10 a.m. to 5 p.m., are free of charge and open to the public. The entrance to Sandyvale is along Hickory Street in Johnstown’s Hornerstown section.
This event offers a rare juxtaposition of Sandyvale’s past and future. Let’s hope, though, that comparisons with the past don’t extend too far. For Chapman reported that as the Sandy Vale ceremonies were wrapping up, storm clouds were forming. The rain that started around 4 p.m. that Memorial Day continued overnight, grew in intensity and caused the Great Johnstown Flood of May 31, 1889.[image: image1.png]
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