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RARITAN RIVER AND BAY: PLACES TO VISIT -- HISTORIC MAP
In the Raritan-Millstone Heritage Alliance Guide to Historic Sites in Central New Jersey, you can find
several places from which to view one of our namesake rivers. In this issue we focus on that river, listing below
entries from the Guidebook and on page three a 1921 schematic of the river. In addition, read about a new book
on Sayreville, a Raritan River town.
Raritan Bay Waterfront Park - Located along the South Amboy-Sayreville Raritan Bay waterfront. Access is
from John F. O’Leary Boulevard in South Amboy. This county park, which opened in 1998, offers a magnificent view of Raritan Bay and Lower New York Harbor from South Amboy’s ambitious waterfront housing
redevelopment project. The park site comprises 136 acres, 86 of which are wetlands.
The park presently offers a variety of athletic fields; Middlesex County’s memorial to the victims of the
September 11, 2001 terrorist attack on New York City, featuring a large sculptured eagle and a quote from
Daniel Webster; and an elevated three-tiered gazebo pavilion offering bayside views. The park continues into
Sayreville for a mile along Raritan Bay, but trails have not yet been developed to provide access to much of this
land. Tel: 732-745-3995. Hours: dawn to dusk. Admission: free.
Old Bridge Waterfront Park - This beachfront park, which extends discontinuously for 1.3 miles along
Raritan Bay, offers picnicking and boardwalk paths along much of the Old Bridge Township waterfront,
developed in the 20th century as the summer resort communities of Laurence Harbor and Cliffwood Beach. The
communities have since evolved into year-round residences.
The boardwalks offer views of Raritan and Sandy Hook bays and lower New York Harbor as well as spots
for bird-watching. Beach access is available, although no lifeguard supervision is offered. Bayview Avenue,
Old Bridge, N.J. Tel: 732-745-3995. Hours: dawn to dusk. Admission: free.
Cheesequake State Park - Cheesequake State Park, the only developed state park in Middlesex County,
comprises 1,300 acres bordered by Cheesequake Creek, a tributary of Raritan Bay, marking the Old BridgeSayreville boundary. Trails meander through salt- and freshwater marshes, hardwood forest, and white cedar
swamp. The park offers camping, hiking, fishing, crabbing, and supervised summertime swimming in freshwater Hooks Creek Lake. The park has a nature center museum and remnants of a steamboat landing that served
the area from 1800 to 1930. 300 Gordon Road, Matawan, N.J. 07747. accessible via Exit 120 of the Garden
State Parkway or Route 34. Tel: 732-566-2161. Hours: 8 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. daily; nature center open 8-4, WedSun in winter; every day in summer. Admission: $5 per vehicle weekdays; $10 weekends.
(continued on page five)

The next scheduled meeting of the
BOARD OF DIRECTORS
will be held on November 15, 2012
from 1:30—3:00 pm at the
Wallace House State Historic Site
91 Somerset Street, Somerville, New Jersey

All representatives from all Alliance
sites are encouraged to attend.
Directions to the Wallace House:

From Route 22 Eastbound: Take the exit for North
Bridge Street (at the Exxon station). Proceed through
two lights and one blinker to Main Street and turn
right. At the west end of town, take the left fork
(Somerset Street). Pass under the railroad and
immediately turn left into the driveway for the
Wallace House State Historic Site. Follow the path to
the small white building. Call 201-401-3121 for help.
From Route 22 Westbound: Take the exit for North
Bridge Street, Somerville; continue to bear right and
go up over the overpass. As you cross over the highway, bear right at the sign for North Bridge Street. At
the stop sign, turn left and proceed through two lights
and one blinker to Main Street; turn right. At the west
end of town, take the left fork (Somerset Street). Pass
under the railroad and immediately turn left into the
driveway for the Wallace House State Historic Site.
Follow the path to the small, white building. Call 201401-3121 for help.

To be excused, contact Donald Peck at 732738-5522 or clausenco@aol.com in advance.

YOUR LINK TO THE PUBLIC: The Link, the newsletter of the
Raritan–Millstone Heritage Alliance, is a quarterly publication.
News of upcoming events for possible inclusion in the
next issue must be mailed to the editor no later than
December 15, 2012. Pease send all items to: Linda Barth, editor, 214 North Bridge Street, Somerville, NJ 08876;
barths@att.net or Ann Suydam, associate editor, 54 Skillman
Lane, Somerset, NJ 08873; 732-846-7448.
Please send photos (in .jpeg or .tiff) to Linda Barth. Material
submitted electronically should be in WORD format. Photographs will be scanned and returned.
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PROTECTOR OF THE RARITAN RIVER
The Association of NJ Environmental Commissions (ANJEC) is a statewide nonprofit organization
founded in 1969. ANJEC’s mission is to achieve responsible and sustainable use of New Jersey’s natural
resources through education and support of the state’s environmental commissions, open space committees,
green teams, and other local boards and organizations. To carry out its mission, ANJEC provides workshops
and webinars, electronic alerts, manuals, grants, a quarterly periodical, a full-time resource center, and a
comprehensive website, www.anjec.org. ANJEC provides the tools and support environmental boards need to
be effective members of the municipal team.
ANJEC also carries out special projects under grants from foundations and other entities. One such recent
project was the Lower Raritan Public Access Project (LRPAP), funded by a grant from the USEPA in cooperation with the NY/NJ Harbor Estuary Program. The Lower Raritan is the 30-mile “main stem” of the river
between the confluence of the North and South Branches and the Raritan Bay.
The goal of the Lower Raritan project was to increase awareness and use of the river by residents of the
communities through which it flows. Locals lost their connection to the main stem of the Raritan in the mid1900s when heavy industrial facilities and railroads lined
Over the course of the (LRPAP), ANJEC staff met many
its shores and industrial waste made it one of the country’s organizations and individuals with a special affinity for the
most polluted. Today, water quality is greatly improved, Lower Raritan. When RMHA President Donald Peck
and fish and birds are returning. There are more than a learned of ANJEC’s project, he generously donated
dozen public river parks and facilities, miles of trails, boat an original 1921 schematic of the Raritan between New
ramps, historic sites and bridges, paddling input sites, Brunswick and Perth Amboy. A photo of the map is posted
on www.VisitLowerRaritan.org, and the framed original is
fishing spots, and more in the corridor, yet most residents part of the Lower Raritan display. (Photo below)
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are unaware of these opportunities.
ANJEC worked with the Raritan Riverkeeper, Middlesex County Department of Planning, Middlesex
County Improvement Authority, and Rutgers Sustainable Raritan Initiative to visit and assess existing
Lower Raritan access sites and met with municipal officials and local environmental commissions to discuss river outreach activities.
ANJEC created a Lower Raritan website (www.VisitLowerRaritan.org) with information for the public, developed Raritan displays and educational materials for towns to use, and worked with the partners
to pursue better wayfinding, interpretive, and safety signage for existing parks and paddling access points
along the corridor.
Environmental commissions in Highland Park, Somerville, Edison, Sayreville, and New Brunswick
hosted Lower Raritan displays at their Earth Day or Riverfest events in 2012, and Piscataway, New
Brunswick, and Highland Park will be unveiling their brand new river signage this fall. Hopefully, these
and other outreach efforts are just the beginning of a new focus on bringing people to the Raritan – “ours
to enjoy, ours to protect.”

NEW BOOK ON SAYREVILLE BY BOARD MEMBER JASON SLESINSKI
A Cultural History of Sayreville is a look at what Sayreville means to
its over 45,000 residents and how and why it became the sprawling suburb it is today. When James R. Sayre of Newark and Peter Fisher of
New York entered into a partnership in 1850 to form a clay mining and
brick manufacturing enterprise, the borough was nothing more than
a heavily wooded, sparsely populated stretch of pine barrens. Thanks to
the clay, Sayre & Fisher’s brickworks quickly grew to become the
largest in the world. The prosperity of the company brought an influx of
immigrant laborers from Germany, Ireland, and Poland.
When the U.S. entered World War II, 1,500 of Sayreville’s men
(20% of the town’s population) answered the call to serve. Women took
their places in the factories: clay and brick works, DuPont, and Hercules
were producing feverishly for the war effort. Within a few short years,
the quiet, rural, village was replaced by a new American ideal:
suburbia. A Cultural History of Sayreville is the story of that transformation. In over two hundred glossy, full-color pages, this book shows the
changing patterns of land-use and how varied groups have interacted with the natural environment. With
artifacts, maps, oral histories, and photographs from the archives of the Sayreville Historical Society Museum, A Cultural History of Sayreville takes the reader on a journey through time in a unique cultural
landscape, one dominated by the seemingly conflicting designs of industry and suburbia.
Jason J. Slesinski is the 6th generation of his family to live in Sayreville. He earned a BA in history at
Montclair State University and an MA in American studies at Rutgers-Newark. His areas of interest
include New Jersey history, urban environmental history, and American consumer culture. He currently
serves as vice-president of the Sayreville Historical Society and secretary of the Raritan-Millstone
Heritage Alliance.
To obtain a copy of the book, please contact: Jason.Slesinski@gmail.com, 908-705-6595. Funding in
part has been provided by the Middlesex County Cultural and Heritage Commission, Middlesex County
Board of Chosen Freeholders, the New Jersey Historical Commission, and local donations. Additional
Contact: Arthur Rittenhouse, president, Sayreville Historical Society, 732-525-3208.
The Cultural History of Sayreville by Jason J. Slesinski. Ultra Media Publications, 222 Pages, ISBN:
978-0-615-58005-0; Sayreville, NJ.
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GUIDEBOOK SITES ALONG THE RARITAN R AND BAY (continued from page one)
The Delaware & Raritan Canal Double Outlet Locks and Boyd Park, New Brunswick - The Delaware
& Raritan Canal opened in 1834, linking New Brunswick on the Raritan River with Bordentown on the
Delaware River. It operated until 1932 and was instrumental in the establishment of New Brunswick as an
important shipping and industrial center in the 19th century. A second lock was constructed in 1866 to
accommodate increased shipping through the canal after the Civil War. With the closure of the canal in
1932, its locks, towpaths, and other facilities fell into disrepair, although the harbor still operated until World
War II.
With a grant from the NJ Department of Transportation, the double outlet locks and a 3,000-foot section
of the canal downstream from Albany Street were reconstructed by the city in 1997–98 to restore its
appearance to that of the late 1880s. Both sets of lock gates on the outboard (riverside) lock and the
downstream gates on the inboard lock are now operational, making the site one of the most extensive canal
and lock reconstructions in New Jersey. A replica of the swing bridge, used by canallers and mules to cross
the locks to the towpath, is also operational. The restored towpath is accessible over footbridges installed by
the city and Middlesex County.
The city park now extends downriver past the Rutgers University boathouse to the city’s former
steamship dock used by boats in the 19th century to ferry passengers and cargo to New York City.
The Rutgers boathouse is used by the university rowing teams for practices and competition.
In 2011 Middlesex County opened New Brunswick Landing, a seasonal boat dock at the upper end of the
restored towpath, near the Albany Street bridge, for recreational boaters. The dock is available spring
through fall from noon to 8 p.m., Sunday through Thursday, and noon to 10 p.m. Fridays and Saturdays.
Overnight docking is not permitted. The dock is available without charge.
Boyd Park and the restored canal are accessible by vehicle from the local lanes of northbound Route 18,
via an entrance ramp between Paulus Boulevard and New Street; and by foot from highway crossings at
Commercial Avenue, New Street, and Albany Street. Boyd Park is named for former Daily Home News
publisher Elmer Boyd. 732-745-5112 (New Brunswick Parks Office); 732-745-3995 (Middlesex County
Parks). Hours: daily, dawn to dusk. Parking: Boyd Park lots near the Rutgers boathouse and nearby city
streets and lot parking; use the pedestrian bridge over Route 18 to access the park.
The D&R Canal (except for the section between Albany Street and Landing Lane) is listed on the State
and National Registers of Historic Places.
Landing Lane Bridge - The first road crossing of the Raritan River upstream from its mouth at the Amboys
was erected in 1772 at Raritan Landing and remained in place until 1895. The covered wooden bridge was
just upstream of the wharf serving this port district. The road at the crossing was named Landing Lane,
a name it retains today. Funds for the construction project were raised by John Duyckinck and Charles
Suydam by private subscription and augmented by Somerset and Middlesex counties.
During the American Revolution, the bridge was defended by riflemen under Daniel Morgan, preventing
British entry into the city for several days. George Washington made plans for his 1776 crossing of the
Delaware River into Pennsylvania and moved his Continental Army through New Brunswick. (Alexander
Hamilton’s artillery delayed a British crossing at Albany Street.)
George Washington also marched the Continental Army across the Landing Lane Bridge for its July 4 th
celebration in New Brunswick following the 1778 Battle of Monmouth and again in 1781 during the march
to Yorktown, Virginia. The bridge was the only road crossing serving New Brunswick until 1795, when a
drawbridge was built at Albany Street, replacing a ferry service and ford for the crossing downtown.
Middlesex County replaced the crossing with a three-span steel truss structure in 1895 and again in 1992
with the construction of the current bridge. Parts of the stone piers and abutments of the early bridge were
reused in the new construction. The 1895 plaque on the Piscataway side of the crossing is preserved, with a
new bronze plaque describing the 1991–92 project affixed below it. Landing Lane between Piscataway and
Franklin Township.
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CALENDAR OF CENTRAL NEW JERSEY EVENTS
Through January 13–Morven exhibit: Portrait of Place: Paintings, Drawings, and Prints of New
Jersey (1761-1898), from the Collection of Joseph J. Felcone. This exhibit, featuring over 100 original works
depicting New Jersey, aims to compile a scholarly examination of the state’s visual history. This private
collection of lithographs, aquatints, engravings, watercolors, and oil paintings, presents a unique look into the
wide variety of images made of New Jersey in the 18th and 19th centuries. Featuring historical prints,
picturesque landscapes, political portraits, and architectural and cityviews, Portrait of Place, explores the
spectrum of New Jersey’s graphic history. With an assortment of images that have hitherto not been studied
or, in some cases publicly displayed, the collection of Joseph Felcone, looks to be the first wide-ranging and
scholarly look into New Jersey’s richly illustrated past. Morven Museum & Garden, 55 Stockton Street,
Princeton, NJ 08540; hours: Wed. – Fri. 11-3; Sat. & Sun. 12-4.
Friday, October 26 - Princeton Cemetery Tour. Join the Historical Society of Princeton for a 45-minute
walk through Princeton Cemetery, referred to as the “Westminster Abbey of the United States.” Witness the
final resting places of Princeton’s prominent citizens, including a U.S. president, vice-president, and Civil War
soldiers. Starts at the main gate, at the corner of Greenview Avenue and Humbert Street. 4:00 pm.
Recommended for ages 8 and up. Wear a costume and join the Arts Council’s Annual Hometown Halloween
Parade following the tour. For more information or to register, email eve@princetonhistory.org or call (609)
921-6748, x102; FREE
Saturday, October 27–Conference House Association Halloween Extravaganza. Noon–4 pm. Children’s
activities, crafts, rides, games, costume parade, food, and fun. 7455 Hylan Blvd., Staten Island, NY 10307. For
additional information please call 718-984-6046 or visit our website: www.conferencehouse.org.
Saturday, October 27 – Don Davidson, Cranbury Museum docent and walking tour guide, will present
stories of Cranbury's history for children 8 to 13 and their families. You are invited to come dressed as an
American Indian or early settler, if you would like. The program is free, and refreshments will be served.
2 p.m. Parsonage Barn, 3 Cranbury Neck Road, Cranbury. Cranbury Public Library is sponsoring this
program with Cranbury Historical & Preservation Society. In case of rain the program will be held in the
Cranbury Public Library, 23 N. Main Street, Cranbury.
Current exhibit at the American Hungarian Foundation Museum: The Collection, Past and Present
Acquisitions of the American Hungarian Foundation. The exhibit explores the collection of the museum by
showcasing past and present acquisitions and tells the story not only of American Hungarians, but also of
Hungary through fine art, textiles, folk art, sculpture, and photographs. Tuesday-Saturday, 11–4 pm and
Sunday, 1–4 pm. Donation: $5.00. 732-846-5777; info@ahfoundation.org; www.ahfoundation.org.
300 Somerset Street, corner of Bethany, New Brunswick.
Concert Series: Six Mile Run Reformed Church presents its Fall Serenade, a series of concerts to benefit the
repairs to the historic organ. Since some of the dates have to be confirmed, please check the church website,
www.sixmilerun.org, for updates. Six Mile Run Reformed Church, 3037 State Route 27, Franklin Park. Concerts are held once a month at 5:00 pm from September through December. Ensembles scheduled to participate
this fall include a Balalaika orchestra and the Rutgers Jazz Trombone Ensemble (Christmas Concert) among
others. Tickets can be purchased at the door. 732-297-3734.
Friday, November 2 – Richard Harlan Pratt, author of A Guide to the Architecture of Hightstown Houses, will
discuss his book and the Hightstown National Historic District. Mr. Pratt is a Hightstown-based
architect and member of the town’s Historic Preservation Committee. The program is free to the public. 8 p.m.
First Presbyterian Church, 22 S. Main St., Cranbury.
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Saturday, November 3 – Princeton House Tour. The Historical Society of Princeton hosts its 11th annual
House Tour. Tickets are available online at www.princetonhistory.org, by phone at 609-921-6748 x105, and
at Bainbridge House, 158 Nassau Street (Wed-Sun, 12-4 PM); Tickets are $45, $40 for members before
November 3. 10 am–4 pm.
Sunday, November 4 – Jane Peters Estes will present a program entitled “Grave Matters.” Ms. Estes, in full
mourning costume, will give a tongue-in-cheek look at death and dying. The program delves into Victorian
mourning customs. It covers everything from the dying words of famous individuals to headstone epitaphs.
She will also explain customs of the Civil War era. Although the topic may be deadly, many portions of the
program are humorous. The program is free to the public, but seating is limited. To make a reservation, please
email jlmtjbeach@aol.com or call 609-409-1289. 2 p.m. Cranbury Museum, 4 Park Place East, Cranbury.
Wednesday, November 14 – Postcards from Montgomery. Van Harlingen Historical Society will present
Postcards from Montgomery at 7:00 PM at Mary Jacobs Library, 64 Washington St., Rocky Hill, NJ. Enjoy a
fascinating look at the history of postcards! Discover how and why they were made, who made them, who
used them, costs, stamps, and the most common local subjects. VHHS historians Jessie Havens and Judy
Peters will answer these questions through a lively view of the VHHS postcard collection and additional local
collections and will provide dating and collection tips for your cherished family postcards. Bring your cards
to share! Registration required: http://somerset.lib.nj.us/maryjacobs.htm
Saturday, November 17 – 10 am. Walk the D&R Canal Feeder from the Ellarslie Mansion in Cadwalader
Park to the junction with the main canal at Old Rose Street (2.3 miles). See the Pedicaris waste gate and
bridgetender’s homes. Questions? Contact Bob Barth, 201-401-3121 or barths@att.net.
November 30-December 2 and December 7-9 – 10th ANNUAL COLONIAL CHRISTMAS EXPANDS
TO TWO WEEKENDS. Features Gala Dinner at Trump National Golf Club, Unveiling of Commissioned
Painting of Gen. Henry Knox. Step back in time (to the winter of 1778-79) and visit Bedminster’s historic
Jacobus Vanderveer House, which opens its wreath-clad doors for the tenth annual Colonial Christmas show
house and tour. Due to its growing popularity, this year’s event is expanded to two weekends and will be
open to the public 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. Friday, Saturday and Sunday
Highlights of the festive fundraiser include:
 An exhibition of paintings by noted American landscape artist John Phillip Osborne, including the unveiling of a specially commissioned painting of Gen. Henry Knox. Exhibit courtesy of the Stringer Gallery,
Bernardsville.
 Colonial holiday decorations by David Mitchell, Artistic Director, Still Life Fine Event Design, Harding
 Permanent exhibits -- The Kitchen Hearth, The Vanderveer Parlor,The Knox Bedroom, and The Lumber
Room
 Colonial and Federal antique furniture on loan from the Newark Museum
 18th-century bedroom interpretation and period costumes by Lady Ellen Ruck, Colony Farm Antiques,
Chester.
Boutique shopping, Colonial musicians, re-enactors, Santa visits and more.
A champagne tour of the home, featuring the unveiling of “General Knox at the Pluckemin Academy”
by John Phillip Osborne, followed by a gala dinner at Trump National Golf Club, kicks off the event on
Friday, November 30. The “Savor the Season” Gala will feature seasonal wine and food pairings, a silent
auction, a treasure chest, and period music. The evening will include a special tribute to honorees Grania
Allport, Laurie Brueckner, and Ellen Vreeland, past trustees who, among other major contributions, were
responsible for the creation of the Colonial Christmas event.
Proceeds from “A Colonial Christmas” will help fund interactive exhibits and period furnishings for the
Jacobus Vanderveer House, which is being restored and developed as an educational community resource and
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museum. For tickets and information about Colonial Christmas events, phone the Bedminster Township
office at 908-212-7000 ext. 611 or visit www.jvanderveerhouse.com.
December 4 - Mark your calendars for the New Jersey Studies Academic Alliance fall program. It will be
held in the Pane Room at the Alexander Library, 169 College Avenue, New Brunswick. The 3 pm business
meeting will conclude with a panel of winning authors selected by the NJSAA's authors' awards committee. Parking passes for the College Avenue deck will be available via email or U.S. mail in advance of the
events. Bonita Craft Grant, craftg@rulmail.rutgers.edu.
Sunday, December 8 and 9, 15 and 16 - Holiday Open House at the Abraham Staats House–Each
room of the Abraham Staats House is uniquely and festively decorated for the holidays by community
organizations and members of the Friends of Abraham Staats House. On Sunday, December 9 at 1:30 enjoy
a performance by the Franklin High School Madrigal Singers. 17 von Steuben Lane, South Bound Brook.
Sunday, January 13 – 10 am. Walk the D&R Canal from Griggstown to East Millstone (5.6 miles), or do
a shorter walk, ending at Blackwells Mills (3.5 miles). Meet at the parking lot in East Millstone, at the
bridgetender’s home. Questions? Contact Bob Barth at 201-401-3121 or barths@att.net. This walk will take
us through one of the most rural sections of the park. We will also visit the newly restored East Millstone
bridgetender's house. East Millstone has a canal basin; a support for the king post bridge is still visible
downstream of the present bridge. Nearby in the Millstone River is a pier for the Somerset and Mercer Railroad. We will pass the North Brunswick Water Treatment Plant, which uses water from the canal to serve
its customers, and the Mule Tenders Barracks Museum in Griggstown.
Sunday, February 3 – 10 am. Walk the D&R Canal from Griggstown to Kingston (5.0 miles), or do a
shorter walk, ending at Rocky Hill (3.1 miles). Meet at the Kingston lock parking lot. Questions? Contact
Bob Barth at 201-401-3121 or barths@att.net. This walk is cosponsored by the Montgomery Friends of
Open Space.
Saturday, February 23 - Light rail trip, Bordentown to Trenton. Join Barbara Ross for a whirlwind tour
by light rail into the 19th century. Meet at the Bordentown RiverLINE light rail station at 9:15 am sharp
(turn left into parking lot at 100 W. Park Avenue at Prince Street, above the boat landing), purchase tickets,
and be treated to a brief introduction before boarding the train for Trenton. The train will follow the path of
the D&R Canal from Crosswicks Creek to Trenton. See the abandoned canal, Watson's Creek, and the
Hamilton-Trenton-Bordentown Marsh, with its active eagle’s nest. In the City of Trenton, where Route 129
is on the former route of the canal, remnants of the industrial and commercial buildings that lined the canal
can be observed and compared with earlier photos. Who knows, we may disembark at Cass Street or Hamilton Avenue for a closer look before continuing to the end of the line near Trenton’s Railroad Station, and
might even travel to Roebling before returning to Bordentown around 11:00 am. Participants will get an
overview of places that are difficult to see any other way, but anyone expecting a leisurely guided tour will
be disappointed. Two-hour tickets are $1.50 ($.70 for seniors). Please bring exact change. Pre-registration is
strongly advised; call 609-924-2683 after February 5th. This D&R Canal Watch program is cosponsored by
the Friends for the Marsh and the D&R Greenway Land Trust.
Sunday, March 10 – 10 am. Walk the D&R Canal from Kingston to Alexander Road, Princeton (3.8
miles), or do a shorter walk, ending at the Millstone Aqueduct (2.2 miles). Meet at the basin parking lot on
Alexander Road, just east of Princeton. Questions? Contact Bob Barth at 201-401-3121 or barths@att.net.
Saturday, April 20 - 10 am. Walk the D&R Canal Main Line from Baker’s Basin to Alexander Road (4.9
miles) or do a shorter walk, Baker’s Basin to Port Mercer (2.3 miles). Meet at the basin parking lot on
Alexander Road, just east of Princeton. Questions? Contact Bob Barth at 201-401-3121 or barths@att.net.
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Sixty Years Later: Remembering the Election that Gave the Garden State
A Road to the American Dream
by Jason J. Slesinski
Sixty years ago this November, New Jersey’s voters purchased a parkway. Heading to the polls in the fall of
1952, they faced a barrage of advertisements promoting the highest quality of life the free world had ever
achieved. After enduring the Great Depression and doing his part to help win World War II, by 1952 the average
citizen of the Garden State felt that he had earned the American Dream. But achieving that meant buying
“things,” and lots of them. One item advertised in the Newark Star-Ledger that fall, in addition to the clothes,
cigarettes, appliances, cars, and homes, was a new parkway. This investment, requiring taxpayer approval,
would both facilitate and work in conjunction with these other goods to bring about the fulfillment of the
American Dream. And as Madison Avenue advertised this new ideal through everyday consumables, so, too, did
the New Jersey Highway Authority through its advertising for “Your Garden State Parkway.” With 750 to 1,000
showings of a film, the distribution of 500,000 booklets, 200 speakers, and newspapers advertisements in various New Jersey papers, the NJHA actively sought to persuade voters to approve state credit of $285,000,000 for
the speedy completion of the Garden State Parkway, which after five years of construction stretched a mere 11
miles through Union and Middlesex counties. The fulfillment of this dream would require citizens’ purchasing
power, not a novel idea in the immediate postwar years. But while not a single NJHA production used the words
suburb, white, or middle class, these words are what they presented, what they were attempting to sell, and what
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New Jersey bought. Consequently, the
Garden State Parkway drastically
changed New Jersey’s physical
landscape, demographics, economy, and
the very manner in which all of its
citizens would live.
In 1942, the State government report,
“Act Now for a New Jersey Parkway,”
indicated a need for modern roadways
within the Garden State. Then after
WWII, according to Lewis Mumford,
the American “sacrificed his life as a
whole to the motorcar.” New Jersey was
no exception, and November 8th, 1946,
two weeks after breaking ground for the
freeway known as Route 100, which
would later become the New Jersey
Turnpike, Governor Walter E. Edge did
the same for the Route 4 Parkway in
Union County. Built for the most practical of reasons, this north-south highway
was intended to absorb traffic between
Bergen, Essex, and Hudson counties and
the Jersey Shore. Estimated by the New
Jersey DOT to be completed in five
years at a cost of $100,000,000, half
covered by the federal government, it
was lauded for its length and lack of
lights and crossings. Edge proclaimed
that while the freeway would handle all
types of traffic, the parkway would be
restricted to pleasure vehicles. It was
thus from inception intended to be the
quintessential parkway. Unfortunately,
due to lack of funding as a result of poor
planning, the Route 4 Parkway, which
started in Cranford, had only made it as
far south as Woodbridge. New Jersey’s
“cityless road” was moneyless, and the
people of New Jersey would have to
wait even longer for their own “garden
for machines.”
In a precarious situation upon which depended the very economy of the state, Edge’s successor Alfred
E. Driscoll created the New Jersey Highway Authority, responsible for the speedy completion of the Route
4 Parkway which they dubbed The Garden State Parkway. They estimated that the parkway, under their
supervision, could be completed in just three more years, but at the cost of $285,000,000. Securing these
funds would require voter approval, without which the NJHA would not be able to fulfill its obligations to
the Governor and to the people by giving them direct access to leisure, suburbs, and jobs. As Life
Magazine claimed in 1947 that purchasing a new home and durables would improve the lives of not just
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the individual consumers, but of everyone, approving the Parkway could be seen as a small step towards
improving everyone’s lives. The NJHA had only to reiterate a notion that was already ingrained in the minds
of Americans via ads urging them to seek refuge outdoors, and “Your Garden State Parkway” fit perfectly
into this cultural landscape. The countless new housing tracts were marketed as “open spaces” and the
automobile consequently became the embodiment of escape fantasy and manifestation of wish fulfillment and
a better life. Just as pre-Fordist laborers earned leisure time a half century earlier through strikes and
collective bargaining, the new 1950s man had also earned his—through consumption.
The booklets produced by the NJHA in order to sell the idea of the Parkway numbered about 500,000,
roughly one for every 10 citizens. Placed on parked cars and hand-distributed, they were featured in an NJHA
video and made a direct appeal to the people’s not so dormant escape fantasy: “Spend your time at the
beach… Not in bumper to bumper traffic.” In the Newark Star-Ledger, the NJHA appealed to the consumer’s
pocketbook. Pay for the Parkway now on credit, and the self-liquidating road will be completed in three years
instead of forty. Not only that, but New Jersey citizens will, in the end, save over $80,000,000 through this
approach. With such headlines as “Pay-as-you-Ride …without extra taxes!” and “Save $80,000,000 on the
Parkway” the advertisements were meant to persuade voters that the Parkway would be economically
advantageous. Governor Driscoll himself boasted having a “good hunch” about the Garden State Parkway.
On November 4th, 1952, New Jerseyans went to the polls and, although expected to go with Stevenson,
helped elect General Eisenhower and usher in an era of economic prosperity and social conformity
unparalleled in our history. And they voted ‘yes’ for the Garden State Parkway —overwhelmingly. The New
Jersey Highway Authority kept its promise to the voters, and although we still pay tolls on the Parkway, the
project was completed on time. In just three short years the Parkway stretched from the tip of Cape May to
the New York State line, triumphantly crossing the Raritan River by means of the Driscoll Bridge. True, the
Parkway’s practical use was making speedier, traffic-free travel possible between different regions, but it
would irreversibly change the cultural landscape of New Jersey, making what the 1953 NJHA Annual Report
called “ONE STATE out of New Jersey.” In moving people, the Parkway also had the very important
intended effect of moving money, and the economies of the newer suburbs and shore areas grew after the
Parkway’s completion. While hotel revenue in Middlesex, Monmouth, and Ocean counties declined from
1947 to 1954, the completion of the Parkway in 1955 reversed this downward trend. In attempting to make
“one state,” the Parkway in actuality instigated great demographic and pecuniary disparity. New Jersey’s
urban areas began to suffer from what became known as “white flight,” as millions of New Jersey citizens,
with the help of government programs that subsidized highway construction and made homes more
affordable, latched onto the dream of automobile and home ownership, creating a housing boom. In 1950, the
median income for a family in Newark was $2,961, with the median income for a black family being $750
less than that of a white family. By the close of the decade, Atlantic City, Trenton, Camden, and Newark had
the lowest median incomes in New Jersey and cities in Bergen, Essex, and Union counties had the highest.
Postwar prosperity was felt almost exclusively by whites, who had more access to suburban homes and
automobile ownership. As a result, Newark suffered a sharp economic decline and urban blight became an
issue just as countless new suburbs were being built to the north and south.
Regardless, the crux of Governor Driscoll’s case for the Parkway was ostensibly grounded in leisure—no
more traffic and easy access to the shore. As he so aptly stated, “With the completion of the great Parkway,
New Jersey will be fulfilling in large measure its obligation to our wonderful citizens.” But that obligation
was more than getting them to the shore. It was enveloped in the opportunity of the 1950s American Dream:
to be middle-class, a conforming citizen and patriot, and to own an automobile. The consequences for New
Jersey’s urban centers were of no concern, as the American Dream was distinctly intended to be enjoyed
somewhere else. The notion of “escape” was tantamount to and reliant upon the consumer goods that would
both get you there and make the dream to which you were escaping possible. But the consumables themselves
were less important than the “good life” that they promised to create, and for New Jersey’s citizens in 1952
the Garden State Parkway was the route they took to get there.
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