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Williamsport Mother�:. A look back through history
(From Page E-1)
Lycoming County.

Eva Vanderbilt Emery Gray
1840-1905
Eva Vanderbilt Emery Gray
was a 19th centuzy mother who
not only influenced her own
children but also guided hun
dreds of students educated at
Dickinson Seminary. One
adjective assigned to her was
"sainted." Often, when her hus
band, the Rev. Edward Gray,
was mentioned in Methodist
church records, his "capable"
wife was mentioned as well.
Gray was born in Wellsboro
and later educated in
Williamsport, graduating from
Dickinson
the
former
Seminary, now Lycoming
College, in 1857. She met her
husband there and served as a
devoted minister's wife before
becoming his "co-laborer'' dur
mg hls presidency at Dickinson
Seminary.
For 31 years (1874--1905),
Gray nurtured the intellectual
and cultural life of students at
the seminary, influencing their
educational system and living
environment. The Grays inter
acted closely with the young
people, since the president's
quarters were in the same
building as those of the board
ing students. She created and
supervised activities for the students, including the Dickinson
Seminary Young Ladies Band,
a branch chapter for the
Woman's Foreign Missionary
Dickinson
the
-Society,
Seminary Prohibition Club and
the Temperance and Pure
Speech Society. She also was
largely responsible for design:-·
ing · the surroundings of the
school and supervised many of
the support services.
Gray modeled service to oth
ers by being active in the
Williamsport community. She
was on the boards of the Home
for the Friendless · and the
YWCA, founded the Woman's
Foreign Missionary Society of
the Mulberry Street Methodist
Church and helped organize

the Clio Club.
The mother of two grown
sons endured what no mother
should. Two daughters, Grace
and Edith, died in infancy. Her
third daughter, Eva Clara, died
in her arms at the age .of 15
from heart failure. Young Eva,
described as ''lovely and accom
plished,"· had been extremely
popular with everyone on cam
pus, where she was a student.
The whole community grieved
over her death.
Gray died unexpectedly after
minor surgery. She is described
in her obituary as having lived
a loving and useful Christian
life well spent.

Sarah Theonita Bierly
1877-1959
Miss Sarah Bierly never
married or had her own chil
dren, yet she was a mother to
hundreds of children and a
daughter to hundreds of elderly
women. Many of those children
considered her their "real"
mother.
From 1920 until her retire
ment in 1952, Bierly was the
matron of the Home for the
Friendless, which later- became
the Williamsport Home.·
Matron was a paid position,
which put Bierly in charge of
the daily activities of the chil
dren who, lived at the home,
sometimes for months or years.
Children were placed at the
home by struggling families
that were not able to care for
them, often because of the
injuzy, death or desertion of a
parent. Many children grateful
ly remembered for the rest of
their lives the stability and care
they received at the home.
Bierly had the additional
responsibility of managing the
care of elderly women who, once
they sought and were granted
admission, remained at the
home until their deaths. The
home provided for their daily
needs, managed illnesses and
eventually arranged their
funerals.
In 1950, former residents
held. a surprise 73rd birthday
party for Bierly at the Campbell
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Shown are the column
authors with their families.
At top,
Janet McNeil
Hurlbert poses with her
daughters, about 1958.
Shown from left, are Holly,
Janet, Heidi and Heather. At
Helen
McMunn
left,
Sieminski, center, is shown
with her daughters, Ann,
left, and Mary. When this
photo was taken in 1944,
Adam Sieminski was serv
ing in the Navy.

Street Home, which also was
her own home.
Among the guests were
many people whose mothers or
fathers had been home resi
dents when they were children.
Bierly was praised by residents
and board members alike for
her devotion to the home and
its residents. Forty-four boys
under Bierly's care served in
the Aimed Forces during World
War II, as did one Wac and one

Wave.
Bierly was 74 when she
retired. The Williamsport
Home stopped serving children
in 1958, when other agencies
took over. child placement,
Bierly died one year later.
Sieminski is a retired librar
ian and manager of the
Lycoming County Women's
History Collection. Her column
is published the second Sunday

of each month and she can be
reached
at
lcwhcmanag
er@gmail.com.
Janet McNeil Hurlbert is
professor emeritus of library
services, Lycoming College. She
continues her interest in the
Lycoming College archives by
working on a limited basis as
archival project specialist and
being ·
advisor to the
Lycoming County Women's
History Collection.
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