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Newly Re-Lit Edison Tower to be September 16
Board Meeting Site
By George Dawson

Edison Memorial Tower-the 131-foot, 79-year-old Art Deco
monument in Edison Township was dedicated on February 11 ,
1938, on what would have been Thomas A. Edison's 91 st birthday. Edison died in 1931 at age 84. It will be the site for the
Raritan-Millstone Heritage Alliance Board meeting on Saturday, September 16, 1O a.m. to noon.
How could this be? The bronze door leading to the tower interior is kept locked and the small museum building at 37
Christie St. on the tower site, the former gatehouse building
for the monument, may be too small to accommodate 1o or so
board members inside. Besides, Saturday morning is one of
the times when the museum is open to visitors, who often
crowd the available space these days.
Edison Memorial Tower is also part of a 36-acre state park, so
we will use outdoor picnic tables.
The tower marks the site where Thomas Edison-the predecessor to Steve Jobs and Bill Gates-invented the
lifestyle of the 201h century. He came to what was then Raritan Township in 1875 at age 27, and bought the
land of a failed housing development called Menlo Park. (Why it was given such a Midwestern-sounding name
hasn't yet been explained to me.) The next year he arrived with his wife Mary Stilwell Edison to establish an
8-year residence, during which time he invented electric sound recording (the phonograph) , a practical electric
light, and the electric power utility system, which enabled the owners of these devices to pay their electricity
bills.
Then a tragedy struck. Mary Edison died following the birth of their third child. Edison, now 37, closed his
Menlo Park "Invention Factory" and moved to West Orange, where he invented the first practical motion picture
system. The buildings at Menlo Park crumbled, and his friend Henry Ford dismantled the two remaining for
transport to his Greenfield Village Americana museum in Michigan
Wealthy Edison admirers, however, deemed that the Menlo Park achievements should not be forgotten and
commissioned the construction of a 11 7-foot, 8-inch-thick concrete slab tower built of Edison Portland cement
and reinforced steel, topped by a huge 13-foot 8-inch "light bulb" built of 152 pieces of Pyrex glass set on a
steel frame. The tower was designed by the architectural firm of Gabriel Frarn;ois Massena and Alfred DuPont.
The light bulb was cast by the Corning Glass Works of New York, the firm which had furnished Edison his first
commercial electric light bulb in 1879.
The light was lit on February 11, 1938, one year and six years after I was born .
Edison Tower, shown on the handy Esso road maps available at its gasoline station on the Lincoln Highway at
Plainfield Avenue in the Stelton section of Raritan Township, was the first history destination chosen for rnach
by 3-speed English bike (I think I was the first in Stelton to have one), a distance of about five miles. This was
done.
Cont. page 7
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The Board of Directors meets on the third or
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member sites in the region.
The Executive Committee
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IN MEMORIAM

H. Keis Swan, South Bound Brook, historic preservation
specialist, author, and American Revolution devotee
passed away April 22, 2017

Our website features our
Guide to Historic Sites in
Central New Jersey,
our newsletter, The Link,
and provides links to
various important Sites.
www.raritanmillstone.org

(From Notes Belonging to the Somerset County Historical Society of New Jersey)
Submitted by Ann M. Suydam

The home of Abram Van Doren of Griggstown, NJ (wife was Anne Van Dyke) was the scene of a Revolutionary War
incident, in 1777. It is so interesting that it is given here (in part) as presented in a paper read before the Somerset
County Historical Society by his great-grandson, Rev. William Halsey Van Doren.
"In the center of this hamlet (Griggstown), and as the source of its prosperity, stood my great-grandfather's mill. With
the eye of an experienced engineer and man of affairs, he had located the river dam upon the last ledge of rock,
where the banks of 'Old Red Sandstone' pushed up by the trap formation underneath, had nearly closed the gap between the adjoining hills; so that with a dam of only four hundred yards in length, he was able to control the entire
force of the stream, which was then more than double its present volume. At this point, therefore, in consequence, as
a nucleus, grew up a busy manufacturing and trading post. So greatly did it prosper that early in the following century
it became the most considerable business depot between Trenton and New Brunswick.
Besides the store. The ruins of which are still standing, was the flouring mill, with four run of stones, a grist, or feedmill of similar capacity. A large saw-mill, a carding-mill and power-loom, a cider mill and distillery, a cooperage, a
coach and wagon shop, two blacksmith shops, a lath mill and others. A large tract of farming and timber land, between six and seven hundred acres in extent, stretching from the Millstone River between two unfailing streams of
water, up to Ten-Mile-Run, was included in the estate. The dwelling-houses, the quarters for the negro slaves, the
large barns, out-houses, the great stables, and other buildings necessary for so large an establishment, and the accommodation of so many families dependent upon it, were clustered about the premises.
As soon as the news of the declaration of war with England came and the British fleet arrived in New York Bay, the
farmers of the vicinity began to arm themselves and to drill and to muster tor general training. A troop of light horse
cavalry was formed, and a Committee was appointed, consisting of Major Hartwick, Jacob Van Dyke and my greatgrandfather, to keep in touch with the. patriots at Millstone and Princeton, and especially to keep vigilant watch on the
movements of the enemy. No one had so much to risk, however as my great-grandfather. The mills and the storehouses were filled with flour and grain, and whisky and lumber, awaiting shipment to New York. They had formerly
been floated down the river on flat-boats in tierces and barrels to the "Landing" at tidewater in New Brunswick, and
there loaded on a 'peri auger' for New York. But since August of the previous year no shipments of any kind had been
made, as all tide-water approaches to the city were in the possession of the British fleet. Besides the general 'killing',
as it was called, had just been just been finished, and the beeves and hogs, and other animals designed for the next
year's supply for domestic use, had just been laid down, and so what had never occurred in the history of the settlement, there was now the product of a whole year's labor stored up. Surely a provisional supply for a great necessity
which no human wisdom could have foreseen.
That these facts were all thoroughly known and the gravity of the situation realized is attested by household traditions
and the talk common among members of the family. When Jacob Van Dyke, a brother of my great-grandmother and a
member of the Committee of Safety, expostulated with her and my great-grandfather, on the ground that the coming
of Washington and the army would surely bring the British in pursuit, she replied; "That shall be as God wills! We are
no better to suffer than others."
So, within an hour after Washington's arrival at Princeton, the Committee was on its way, and as General Washington
and his staff rode up to Dyke Joline's Tavern, he was at once waited on by them and made acquainted with their
fears. After a brief consultation with his staff, and a few sharp questions to the Committee, who were at once endorsed by the principal men of the place, he decided to go to Millville; so leaving one ot their number as a guide, the
rest of the Committee hastened home to make the necessary preparations; and before noon the hamlet was ablaze
with excitement and activity. All the men and woman, not only on our place but as the nearest neighbors, as well as
the slaves, were set at work as they had never worked before. Soon the Dutch ovens (there were four of them) were
roaring hot, and bread and pone, and shortcake, as well as mince and other pies, and great rounds of beef, and hams
of pork, and sausages, and poultry were baking and roasting, and stewing and boiling and frying and cooking, to feed
the General and his staff; because on this occasion great-grandmother declared that she 'meant to bring out all her
old Holland silver and her finest linen to make a spread for the General", whom she idolized.
It was not for the officers alone, but for the whole rank and file of the army that was coming, that preparations must be

made. And as huge ban-fires were hurriedly built, and stones laid in them heated red-hot and white-hot, and, when the
frost was melted from the ground, these stones, with a thin layer of clay over them, were placed in the bottom of long
trenches, and thus in these improvised ovens the bread, as fast as it could be kneaded and prepared, was baked for
the army. To assist in these preparations the army quartermaster, with a large force of men, with their camp-kettles,
army-ovens, and other utensils, was hurried forward, and so, early in the afternoon the whole place began to assume
the appearance of a regular camp. And none too soon; for General Washington, as soon as the troops had had an
hour or two to rest and snatch a hasty breakfast at Princeton, found that Cornwallis, enraged that he had been so stupid as to despise his foe and allow him to escape while he slept, and fearing for his military chest at New Brunswick,
where he deposited his safe with 70,000 pounds on gold for the payment of his troops, and the magazines and military
stores for the army, put his whole army in motion, and dispatched General Carleton with the dragoons in hot and frenzied pursuit. It was this news brought by scouts that startled Washington and lent wings to his speed; and so, hastily
calling his men to 'fall in', the Continental Army hastened through Queenstown and Jugtown to the river at Kingston,
which was no sooner crossed, and hasty orders given to blow up the bridge, than 'Red Coats' were described tearing
down the hill in full pursuit behind them.
The delay caused by this diversion of more than half an hour to the British Cavalry gave the American troops time to
gain the crest of the Eastern Hill, where they were sheltered by the thick, intervening forest, and, guided by Major
Hartwick, the column made a sharp detour to the left, and, entering an obscure wagon road, called in those days
'Feather Bed Lane', which led directly across the mountain, they pushed on, as rapidly as their condition would allow,
down into the Millstone Valley, via Rocky Hill, to Millville (now known as Griggstown). It must be noted here that the
British line of pursuit all the way from maidenhead had been along the turnpike, which was the only route they knew.
And under the most urgent orders from General Cornwallis they were to hasten with the utmost speed along this route
to New Brunswick, and to rescue their valuable stores at that point, which had been left unguarded.
Meanwhile the American troops, who had been drawn up behind their cannon at a rocky defile a short distance in the
woods, hearing the dragoons with their light artillery go thundering down the 'Pike', and realizing their safety from immediate pursuit, with a great sign of relief quickly fell in line, and the news of the rest and refreshment awaiting them in
the valley below quickened their march and they soon covered the distance. It was between two and three o'clock that
the vanguard came in sight of our old home. The officers had already dismounted and were being most hospitably
entertained. But it was near the morning of the next day before many of the poor, sick, wounded bleeding, footsore
heroes straggled in. Some had died upon the road and were buried at Kingston and Rocky Hill. A large number died at
our place and were laid away in our own family cemetery above the mill. The rest were cared for. All were treated with
good, hearty substantial food, and ample rations of whiskey for such as needed stimulants.

I wish I might picture that old Dutch mansion, now the temporary headquarters of the army of the Revolution, with its
gambrel roof, and its projecting gables, and dormer windows, and wide halls, closed with double-doors at either end.
The main hall, running the entire depth of the house, twenty feet wide and forty-five feet long, with its immense fireplace, and quaint stairway opposite, was used as the dining room. Here two large mahogany tables were joined and
spread with the old Holland silver and delft, and the snowy, homespun linen, and loaded with the best the cellar, the
store, the mill and the farm would supply. According to the Holland custom 'grace' was said by my great-grandfather
while all were standing. Then this distinguished company sat down to dine. During the meal many toast were proposed and drunk .... As the meal was drawing to a close the Commander-in-Chief proposed a toast to their honored
host and hostess, Mr. and Mrs. Abram Van Doren, for their generous hospitality to the officers and to the entire army,
and this toast my great-grandmother insisted should be drunk in 'tea' to the merriment of all present, and then this remarkable array of officers adjourned from the table.
But the scene around the 'old liberty pole' in the yard and about the buildings and grounds was even more impressive,
where the rank and file of the army had gathered into camp and were waiting their supper a fast as it could be prepared and served. About the huge ban-fires, and wherever a table could be spread inside the buildings and sheltered
nooks, they were loaded with hot meat and fresh bread, and an abundance of vegetables and cider, and hot coffee,
and even 'tea' that obnoxious contraband of war, of which my great-grandfather had secured a large consignment before it was declared, were served out with generous measure. For no one, as great-grandfather declared, had better'
title to the best' than the men who had just risked their own lives and liberty for the great cause of independence for us
all.
One of the most dreadful of the sources of suffering of the soldiers was the universal destitution of proper clothing to
shield their frozen feet and almost naked bodies from the weather. In proof of this was a curious incident much dwelt
upon by my great-grandmother which is worth the telling. In the early dusk of that memorable afternoon, she noticed
some men acting suspiciously at the rear of the house, where they had no proper business, and as she watched she

was them approach an arbor at the back door, where, upon some low bushes near the house, had been hung for
safety and concealment a portion of the family wash. She waited until she saw them appropriating some woolen
socks and stockings, when she could no longer stand it, and rushing out, seized the articles in question, in the attempt to regain possession of her own property. But as the men were loath to give them up, a violent altercation ensued and an outcry at once arose. In the midst of this unseemly commotion who should appear in the doorway but
the tall form of General Washington himself. With his face blazing with wrath he sent the intruders away with severe
reproof. And as my great-grandmother turned to thank him, she saw the tall form swaying with emotion, and, with
tears coursing down his cheeks, he said: "Oh, Madame, the most bitter sorrow one can ever know is to look upon the
sufferings of brave men that we are unable to relieve.' Great-grandmother stood a moment as if stunned; and then,
when the full meaning of those pathetic words burst upon her, she rushed into the house, and calling a couple of her
women, went into the attic, and soon her stores of spear clothing, of wool and linen and tow, were unpacked, and
laden with all they could carry, they took these precious stores out to the sick and wounded soldiers, who crowded
around. As General Washington was taking his leave, after most earnestly thanking great-grandmother for all her
kindness and hospitality, he handed her the following:
Millville, January 4, 1777
"All officers of the American Army will accord to Mrs. Abram Van Doren, and the women and children of her party as
well as their slaves, free and convenient access through the lines, together with such good and chattels as they may
wish to remove to a place of safety during the continuance of hostilities of this campaign. And further, in case the
above order should come under the purview of generals Howe or Cornwallis or other officers of the British army, it is
the earnest request of the general commanding the American Army that these women and children, who are noncombatants and have committed no act of hostility to the British cause, but have displayed the most humane and
hospitable treatment pf the sick and wounded soldiers of both armies, at their own home, be accorded such courtesy
as their conduct deserves, and their condition seems to demand.
GEORGE WASHINGTON,
Commanding the American Army"

A surgeon was left in charge of the sick and wounded with the negro women as nurses, and a squad of mounted engineers were to destroy the bridge below the mill after the cavalcade had passed and as soon as the 'Red Coats"
should make their appearance. It seems, however, that it was not until Sunday morning following, the 5th instant, at
about nine o'clock, that the enemy were discovered in force coming down the Rocky Hill road; and, although the wagons had been loaded and the teams harnessed ever since General Washington had left, everything was in terror and
confusion in a moment. The women and children were hastily assisted into their places, and the negro drivers, with
much clamor and fear, urged to teams of mules (the horses had been impressed for the cavalry and artillery by the
American Army), and the wagons clattered across the bridge, which was at once blown up.
It should be noticed here that among the families thus joining in flight were a number of refugees from Millstone,
where the British had made frequent incursions from their post at New Brunswick for plunder, and had frightened
them into seeking our house for safety. Among them was the family of Garret Terhune, Esq. whose infant daughter,
Catherine, afterward became the wife of my grandfather, Abraham Van Doren, and from whose lips I so often heard
the narrative.
Thus it was for an act of highest patriotism and duty that these helpless women and children were driven out from
their peaceful and beautiful homes as fugitives by the brutal British soldiers, with the prospect of losing not only the
goods they were thus removing, but everything else they were forced to leave behind of value to them in the world.
These negro slaves were urged by the soldiers, a well as by their mistresses, to hasten their utmost to reach a place
of safety as soon as possible. But a singular spirit of obstinacy and insubordination seemed to have taken possession
of these negros, which, as soon as the soldiers had left them, developed into evidences of intended treachery which
great-grandmother was slow to believe. But too soon, alas! Was she to learn the truth in a most serious and unexpected manner. As they were nearing the base of the mountain, where the women expected to take shelter, they discovered in the distance, coming down the bridle path which led from Princeton and Pennington, a squad of British
mounted dragoons. There was still ample time for them to have gained the fort, and great-grandmother coaxed,
urged, and commanded them to hasten, and drive on faster and save the party. These treacherous blacks not only
continued to loiter, but actually stopped in the road and basely surrendered these forlorn, terrified, indignant women,
to their exultant captors!
When these dragoons had reached the wagons and dismounted to inspect their plunder, my great-grandmother, see-
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the county website

ing that there was no commissioned officer among them, but
only a sergeant in charge, protested vehemently that she would
report them to General Cornwallis, a she had a safe conduct to
him, and, showing her papers to the sergeant, she demanded
to be conducted to Cornwallis. Although they were loath to lose
such a rich prize, they realized that any violence might be severely dealt with; so they hastened with the cavalcade to Millstone, where the whole British Army had been ordered to rendezvous at the court-house by noon that day. About three
o'clock they entered the village and there found Generals Cornwallis and Clinton with about twelve thousand British and Hessians drawn up about the court-house and waiting the result of
the council of war convened to decide the question of following
the Continental Army to the fastnesses of the mountains, or
returning to their quarters at New Brunswick. It was at the close
of the session of this council that the scouting party arrived
upon the scene, and at my great-grandmother's insistent demand they were ranged up in front of the court-house, where
the officers were sitting. Hearing the commotion outside, General Cornwallis inquired the meaning of the demonstration.
Being informed of the leading facts, and that a woman seemed
to be in charge of the party who had a paper addressed to him,
he came to the door and asked to have her pointed out. Upon
hearing her story, and reading the safe conduct addressed to
his clemency, he inquired of some of the residents of the village
if they could identify the woman and vouch for her statements.
There were many present who hastened to do so, and volunteered so many additional particulars of her care and nursing of
some of the sick and wounded prisoners of his own command
only a few days before, that he was highly impressed with her
character and worth. He immediately gave orders that she
should be returned to her home, without molestation. Upon this
my great-grandmother recounted the treachery of the slaves
and affirmed that, as they had betrayed her, and had also made
threats of personal violence, she was afraid to go home with
them. Upon this he turned to the blacks and threatened to have
them shot by his soldiers, if ever such tidings of their conduct
reached him. He also detailed an officer with a file of cavalry to
escort them back to their home at Millville, with strict orders that
in case of any treachery to my great-grandmother they should
be shot down at once. Then, turning to her, he asked her how it
was that they were without proper escort of their own men; and
asked her where was her husband?
To which she with great spirit replied, 'He is where every good
man and true patriot should be. He is fighting the battles of his
country.' Without a moment's hesitation General Cornwallis
said: 'Your sentiments, madam, are most worthy and do you
infinite credit,' and, removing his cap, he continued by wishing
her a safe journey home, saying he should do himself the
honor, when in her neighborhood, of calling to pay his respects
and to test the hospitality of which he had heard so much
praise. Thus ended one of the mast interesting and curious incidents of the War: my great-grandmother claiming that she had
gained the friendship of both armies."

Newly Re-Lit Edison Tower
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The light, which was supposed to shine nightly, had been shut down during the 1940s for security reasons, but
by then was re-lit. Edison museum exhibits could be viewed in the tower, behind the bronze door.
The museum has been greatly expanded inside the former gatehouse. The name of Raritan Township was
changed to Edison in 1954, in keeping with the February 11 Edison birthday commemorations observed in the
Stelton School. Edison Township, which had been leasing the tower and three acres of surrounding property
from the state, obtained its listing on the State and National Registers of Historic Places.
A nonprofit was formed to raise funds for major renovation work. The tower renovation was undertaken from
2011-15 and was rededicated on October 24, 2015. The renovated light bulb was not re-lit, however, until this
spring. Once again, Edison Tower shines nightly.
If rain threatens, we will visit the museum. If it rains, we will reschedule the meeting for the following Saturday,
September 23.
Edison Tower, at 37 Christie Street in the Menlo Park section of Edison, can be reached via Route 27 (Lincoln
Highway), between the Parsonage Road entrance to Roosevelt County Park and the Metropark train station in
Woodbridge.

RMHA Guidebook
An extensive guide to central New Jersey historical, cultural, and environmental sites.

THE GUIDE TO HISTORIC SITES IN CENTRAL NEW JERSEY is for the use of central
New Jersey historical, cultural and environmental sites and for individuals and groups who
are interested in visiting and supporting the programs of these locations. Use of this guide book
for any other purpose, including, but not limited
to, reproducing and storing in a retrieval system
by any means, electronic or mechanical, photocopying, or use of the addresses or other information contained in this guide book for any
mailing, is strictly prohibited and in direct violation of copyright.
Every effort has been made to verify and correctly state the information contained in THE
GUIDE TO HISTORIC SITES IN CENTRAL
NEW JERSEY. However, the Raritan Millstone
Heritage Alliance Inc., disclaim all liability and
responsibility for the accuracy of this information. In addition, circumstances may have rendered some information obsolete prior to the
date of publication or prior to the time the information is reviewed by the reader.

J!~rn1n1~~
RARITAN M1LLSTONE HERITAGE ALLIANCE
Membershio Contribution

Membership Fees
Individual
Site
D Household

D
D

Addftional Support
D Benefactor
Patron
D Sponsor
D Donor

D

$35
$35
$50

Levels
$1, 000
$ 500
$ 250
$ 100

~

$~

.

s
.s~-

f ~ f ~ "~ i~~f:~
~{ .~
~~I~ .r. L~ .!~.
§;

~1~l!~~[~t~

r ·i~1t~r~~~

(/')
0

3
('!)

-0

0

OJ

.....

0

~

c.n
c.n
co
w

(/)

-

z

c....
0

CD
CD

'{1

""

<.Tl
01
CD

w

Name:
Address:

· iJ
~
U
l
f ~J [. I
~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~·

X

JJ
Ol
::!.

S'
::::i
I

s:
=

'CJi

0
::::i

(!l

I
(!l
...

;::;:
Ill

CQ

(!l

~
ill'
-~~------------~

Clty:

State: - - - - - - Zip:
Email:. _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __
Phone=---------------~

Please return this form with your check
To: Raritan Millston·e Heritage Alliance
PO Box 5583
Somerset, NJ 08875-5583

Thank you!
Visit our website: raritanmillstone.org

::::i

(')
(!l

