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G
ettysburg. The name conjures up 
visions of war and suffering, even 
157 years after the last shot was 

fired. But to us bottle collectors, it’s not a 
name that we usually associate with great 
bottles. Unless, of course, you collect 
mineral water bottles.  

The Town 

The town of Gettysburg was founded in 
1786, and named after an early settler and 
tavern owner, Samuel Gettys. As the area 
began to become more settled, a total of 
ten different roads converged in the town, 
positioning it to become a hub for travel-
ers, and a strategic location should war 
break out. With the completion of the 

Gettysburg Railroad in 1858, and a rail-
road station in 1859, Gettysburg began to 
shed some of its small-town image.

But despite the growth, by 1860 the town 
only had about 2,400 residents. They 
occupied around 450 buildings, including 
private homes, as well as several commer-
cial enterprises, such as lumber yards and 
tanneries. In other words, Gettysburg was 
a typical mid-19th century town.

The Battle

All things changed in late June of 1863.  
After Confederate general Robert E. Lee’s 
decisive victory over the Union army 
at Chancellorsville, Virginia in May, he 

decided to take his army (and the war 
itself ) north into Pennsylvania, followed 
at a distance by the Union Army.

On June 26, 1863, Confederate Major 
General Jubal Early and his division 
passed through Gettysburg. In town,  
rumors were rampant about what was 
happening, and the next few days were 
filled with worry and excitement. But 
nothing could prepare the citizens for 
what was about to be unleashed upon 
them a few days later, on July 1.

On the morning of Wednesday, July 1, 
advance units of the entire Confederate 
army began to arrive on the western side 
of town, led by Confederate Lieutenant 
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General A. P. Hill’s Corps. The lead bri-
gades encountered Union Major General 
John Buford’s Cavalry Corps and fighting 
broke out. As more and more Confeder-
ate troops began to converge from the 
west and north, Union infantry corps 
arrived from the south, forcing an all-out 
battle on the north and west side of town. 

By the end of the first day of fighting, 
Union troops had been pushed back 
through the town, and took up defensive 
positions on Cemetery Hill, just south of 
downtown Gettysburg, while Confeder-
ate troops occupied the town itself. To 
quote Brian Mockenhaupt, in his Atlantic 
article, “The Battle of Gettysburg:  
A Time When American Civilians Saw 
War Firsthand”:

“Residents cowered in cellars as artillery 
shells screamed overhead. The southern 
end of town became a no-man’s land as 
Confederate snipers hidden in houses 
traded fire with Union snipers around 
Cemetery Hill. Out in the fields and 
forests – within view of Gettysburg streets 
and homes – the two armies slaughtered 
each other in places that would soon be 
known across America: Little Round Top 
and the Wheatfield, Culp’s Hill and the 
Devil’s Den.”

After two more days of intense fighting, 
the battle ended with what has become 
known as Pickett’s Charge, late in the 
afternoon of July 3.  

Realizing that he couldn’t continue to 
fight where he was, Confederate General 
Robert E. Lee ordered his army to begin 
to withdraw back toward Maryland on 
July 4, with the Union Army in pursuit. 

The Aftermath

Now that both armies were gone, what 
faced the citizens of Gettysburg? The 
simple answer was unspeakable horror. 

It is estimated that the two armies suf-
fered about 50,000 combined casual-
ties, approximately one third of the 
total number of troops engaged. Of this 
number, approximately 8,000 were killed 
outright, and somewhere around 30,000 
were wounded to some degree. So, when 
the armies withdrew, they left behind 
nearly all of those killed, and somewhere 
between a third and a half of those who 
were wounded.

The town of 2,400 citizens was faced with 
the unsurmountable challenge of caring 
for over ten thousand wounded soldiers, 
and burying the bodies, many of whom 
had been lying out in the blazing July sun 
for days, and sometimes weeks. 

The wounded filled every conceivable 
space in town, private homes, churches, 
businesses, the college, courthouse, and 
even the train station. Make-shift operat-
ing rooms were set up wherever there was 
available space.

In addition to the soldiers, around 5,000 
horse and mule carcasses lay scattered over 
the battlefield as well. The stench hung 
over the town for weeks.  

The area was soon flooded with the arrival 
of doctors, nurses, and anyone else who 
thought they could help. Soon too, family 
members of the soldiers began arriving, 
in search of husbands, sons, or fathers. At 
best they hoped to find their loved one 
in hospital. But more than likely, their 
search was fruitless. Or, even worse, they 
wound up leaving with a body to take 
home for burial. 

Finally, as summer became fall and head-
ed toward winter, Gettysburg climbed out 
of the darkness, and slowly began to re-
turn to normal. On November 19, 1863, 
the town turned out for the dedication 
of the Soldiers’ National Cemetery. The 
keynote speaker that day was statesman 
and orator Edward Everett who spoke 
for over two hours. He was followed by 
President Abraham Lincoln, whose speech 
lasted barely two minutes. Even though 

the content of Everett’s speech has faded 
into history, Lincoln’s 272 word “Gettys-
burg Address” lives on. 

The Profit Seekers

Along with the volunteers and devastated 
families, soon the profit seekers came to 
town as well. Souvenir sellers popped up, 
selling everything from swords and guns 
recovered from the battlefield, to manu-
factured mementoes. Tour guides began 
to appear, to take the curious out into  
the battlefield.

But for us bottle collectors, the profit 
seeker of most importance was Emanuel 
Harmon (or Harman). Harmon owned a 
95-acre farm on the west side of Get-
tysburg, where much of the first day’s 
fighting took place, although he was not 
in Gettysburg at the time of the battle.  
Probably hoping to recoup some of the 
losses he suffered to his property and 
buildings, he began touting the medicinal 
properties of a spring located on his farm.

The Katalysine Springs

The spring on Harmon’s property was 
known to residents as far back as the 
1830s. The Reverend Charles G. McLean 
purchased the property in 1817 and 
was convinced of the spring’s medicinal 
properties. So it was already locally well 
known by the time Emanuel Harmon 
purchased the land in 1857.

However, soon after the firing of the final 
gun of the Civil War, the spring took on 
almost mystical properties, and people 
began believing that the waters from the 
spring didn’t just relieve the symptoms of 
disease, but actually cured or prevented 
disease. Rumors spread that even during 
the battle, Confederates who washed their 
wounds with the spring water achieved 
miraculous cures.

To give the water a greater audience, the 
springs was leased in 1867 by the Get-
tysburg Spring Company from New York 
City. They began to bottle the water, 
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which was called “Gettysburg Katalysine 
Water,” eventually employing 30 workers, 
and shipping over 200 cases of a dozen 
bottles each day.

What does “Katalysine” mean? Accord-
ing to Jim Weeks in his book Gettysburg: 
Memory, Market, and an American Town, 
he attributes the name Katalysine to a 
Greek word that means to literally “loos-
ening below,” a subtle reference to the 
water’s laxative effects.

In 1868, the Gettysburg Spring Company 
printed a 24-page booklet, entitled  
“The Gettysburg Katalysine Water. The 
Reports of Physicians and the People 
of its Wonderful Cures. History of the 
Spring.” Here’s how it described the 
Spring and its curative powers:

“The Spring from which the medicinal 
fluid known as the Gettysburg Water is 
taken, is situated in a miniature valley on 
the McClean farm, about one mile west 
of the town of Gettysburg, Adams county, 
Pennsylvania. It presents the singular 
phenomenon of a mineral spring having 
a number of outlets through the rocks, 
within a distance of several yards, and 
even rods, of each other. The identity of 
the water thus discharged from appar-
ently several sources, is fully established 
by chemical and medical tests. The Spring 
enjoyed a local traditional reputation for 
curative and sanitary virtues before the 
arrival of the armies which contended for 
the mastery on its surrounding fields (for 
the first struggle commenced immediately 
around the spring), but these virtues were 
first practically demonstrated by some of 
the wounded who had fallen in its vicin-
ity — so at least says one of the legends 
of the great battle. This story caused the 
water to be practically tried as a medicine 
by some of the local citizens.”

It goes on further to describe how amaz-
ing the water was:

“The medicinal virtues of the Gettysburg 
Water are so various, so extraordinary, 
even in comparison with those of the great 

springs of the Old and New Worlds, that 
we have deemed it due to ourselves, and to 
the medical public, to have the facts which 
prove them verified, not only by the state-
ments of invalids and their medical advis-
ers, but by the corroborative testimony 
of physicians of high reputation, some of 
whom have made the study and applica-
tion of medicinal waters a specialty.”

The Gettysburg Springs 
Hotel

Obviously owning a spring and bottling 
the water was only half of the earnings 
potential, as we saw repeated throughout 
the country where mineral springs were 
prevalent. Soon after the springs were 
established, some more profit seekers 
decided to build a hotel, to offer visitors 
a place to stay, enjoy the springs, tour the 
battlefield, and relax.

David Wills, a prominent lawyer in  
Gettysburg, was instrumental in building 
what was officially called the “Watering 
Place Hotel.” The result was a four-story 
hotel adjacent to the springs, which could 
accommodate three hundred guests. The 
hotel building included a cupola, which 
allowed guests to get an excellent view of 
the battlefield, a bowling alley, billiard 
room, dining room, men’s and women’s 
parlors, and rooms set up to “take the wa-
ters.” In addition, the grounds included 
an artificial lake, acres of beautiful land-
scaping, and even a telegraph line. 

It opened on June 28, 1869, to much fan-
fare. Over its existence, the hotel hosted 
several veteran’s reunions, and a number 
of notable guests stayed there, including 
generals George Meade, Daniel Sickles, 
and James Longstreet.

Although initially successful, the hotel 
went bankrupt in 1901, with much of 
its land eventually being transferred to 
the National Park Service. On Monday, 
December 17, 1917, at 11:30 a.m., a 
fire originated in the flue of the fireplace, 
between the second and third floors.  

TOP: Cover of the Gettysburg Spring Company 
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The fire spread quickly throughout the 
wooden building, and soon it was just  
a memory.

The Bottles

Over the years, Gettysburg Katalysine 
Water was sold in primarily three different 
embossed bottles (with some variations).  
In addition, the water was sold in bulk in 
unembossed three-gallon and six-gallon 
demijohns. Most of the following infor-

mation about the bottles comes from the 
“sodasandbeers.com” website, maintained 
by Tod von Mechow.

The oldest embossed bottles are in the 
typical “Saratoga mineral water bottle 
shape.” There are three variations,  
numbered 55680AB, T-M-18:A and  
T-M-18:A1.

55680AB, is a quart sized bottle, which 
is vertically embossed “GETTYSBURG 

/ WATER // c //.” This bottle is smooth 
based, with a double tapered collar, and is 
found in green and olive-green glass.

The other two Saratoga-shaped bottles are 
T-M-18:A and T-M-18:A1. These two 
bottles have the embossing in a circle on 
the front, rather than in two vertical arcs.  
They are virtually identical to each other, 
except for the embossing on T-M-18:A1 
being in a smaller font than on T-M-18:A. 
Both are embossed “ GETTSBURG KA-
TALYSINE / WATER // c //.”  

T-M-18:A1 is found in green, whereas  
T-M-18:A can be found in a number  
of wonderful colors, including greens,  
amber, olive yellow, and teal. All these  
bottles probably date to the 1865 to  
1875 period.

The next group of bottles, which probably 
date after 1875 to 1890 or so, are listed 
as numbers T-M-19:A and T-M-19:B.  
These two bottles are narrow cylinders, 
rather than Saratoga-shaped, with a long 
tapering neck and double tapered collar.  
The difference between the two is that 
“A” is quart sized, and “B” is a pint. Both 
are embossed with a large monogram 
“GKW”, for Gettysburg Katalysine Water 
on the front, and are embossed around 
the base with “WHITNEY GLASS-
WORKS / GLASSBORO, N. J.”

All these bottles are found in various 
shades of green — from light green, to 
teal, to deep green.

The final bottle is 55680AA. The water 
was marketed into the 1930s, when the 
spring closed, so it’s possible these bottles 
were used in the early 20th century. The 
embossing uses the word REMEDY 
rather than CURE, so it’s possible that 
it was made after the passage of the Pure 
Food and Drug Act of 1906, but that’s 
just a guess on my part.

This smooth based, aqua cylindrical 
bottle, with a square collar, stands at over 
ten inches tall. And when the owners had 
this bottle made, no expense was spared 
cutting the embossing on the mold. It’s 
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embossed: “TRADE MARK / GET-
TYSBURG KATALYSINE WATER / 
NATURE’S / GREAT REMEDY / FOR 
/ GOUT RHEUMATISM & ALL / 
KIDNEY & BLADDER TROUBLES // 
GKW (monogram) //.”

Summary

All the Gettysburg Katalysine Water 
bottles are highly collectible. Some are 
seen regularly at shows and auctions, 
while others are much more difficult to 
find. But with a little work, and some  
disposable cash, it’s possible to create a 
very colorful and historic display that 
won’t fill up too many shelves.

Gettysburg will never compete with 
Saratoga, New York, when it comes to 
the quality and quantity of mineral water 
produced. But at least for a while after 
the Civil War, Gettysburg took its place 
amongst mineral water producers. And if 
nothing else, the mineral water industry 
in Gettysburg did yield a nice grouping of 
bottles, with a tie-in to the deadliest battle 
ever fought on American soil.
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