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“Historic Treasure” Town Welcomes Heritage Alliance Board
George Dawson Vice Chair
The March board meeting of the Raritan-Millstone Heritage Alliance will be hosted by the Cranbury Museum, in the town and village recently described by Rutgers University historian John Chambers as an
“historic treasure.”
The Museum is located at 4 Park Place, in the restored 1834 (circa) Garrett Voorhees house, one of 218
buildings in the Cranbury Historic District, an historic place registered with the State Historic Preservation
Office in 1979 and with the National Park Service in 1980.
John Whiteclay Chambers II, Distinguished Professor of History at Rutgers University and former head of
its history department, wrote recently in Cranbury: a New Jersey town from the colonial era to the present,
published in 2012 by Rutgers University Press:
Cranbury, which has preserved the best of the past while astutely meeting the
challenges of the present, provides an inspiration for active intelligent civic participation and a model for enlightened developments.
Main Street in Cranbury still resembles the America of a Norman Rockwell painting. Arriving through farmers’ fields on rural, 2-lane roads or a nearby highway,
visitors discover a tree-shaded village of white, clapboard houses from the 18th
and 19th centuries, most with dark wooden shutters, many with front porches and
some with white picket fences.


21 were constructed at the beginning of the
19th century, or earlier;



49 in the early 20th century and 40
(less than 20%) later than the 1930s.



49 in the early 20th century



40 (less than 20%) later than the 1930s.

Of the 218 homes and businesses in Cranbury’s downtown registered Historic District. Among the houses
is the 1794 Gilbert Tennent Snowden home at 107 N. Main St., bought in 1808 by retired naval commander Thomas Truxtun, of Perth Amboy, one of the heroes of the undeclared sea-borne war with Revolutionary France in 1798-99.
The Taylor-family house at 53 S. Main St. was the site visited early in the day of June 26, 1778, by the
Marquis de Lafayette, a newly established General officer in George Washington’s Army, and Colonel
Alexander Hamilton, Washington’s senior aide, and later that day by Commander-in-Chief Washington
himself, on the road to the Battle of Monmouth, two days later in Monmouth County. The Taylor house,
also a registered property in the Historic District, was formerly the site of the home of Dr. Hezekiah Stites,
a physician and 1775 president of the New Jersey Medical Society, when Lafayette, Hamilton, and Washington visited. The spot has been marked by a curb-side sign provided by the Cranbury Historical and
Preservation Society, and was recently chosen as a guidebook site by the Heritage Alliance.
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The Stites house, which was demolished in the 1850s, was also (perhaps) visited in 1804 by U.S. Vice President
Aaron Burr, fleeing beyond the scope of a possible New York state murder indictment for his fatal shooting of
Alexander Hamilton in a Weehawken, N. J. pistol duel on July 11. News stories had been published (in 1902
and 1962) asserting that Burr had visited Truxtun in Cranbury at 107 N. Main St. on July 22, 11 days after the
duel. But Truxtun, on that date, still lived in Perth Amboy.
Burr, in fact, visited Truxtun (apparently friendly with both Burr and Hamilton) there on July 21. Then, as reported by Chambers in Cranbury and by others elsewhere, rode 20 miles south to Cranbury with Truxtun, in
Truxtun’s carriage, where Burr obtained other horses and a vehicle to move on to the Delaware River and then to
Philadelphia. The 1979 nomination report to the State Historic Preservation Office and the National Park service states that Truxtun had bought the Stites house in 1795, but permitted the elderly doctor to continue living
there for a while. Burr and Truxtun, therefore, could have gone to this house to make arrangements for new
horses and wagon.
Burr, who grew up in Princeton and attended the College of New Jersey (his father, also named Aaron Burr, was
briefly president of the College of New Jersey, now Princeton University), and had visited Cranbury on at least
one other occasion, but presumably did not stay in anybody’s house. As a young officer in the American Army,
he had marched through on the road to Monmouth in 1778. On Monmouth Battlefield, he was injured when his
horse was shot and fell upon him,
After Monmouth, Burr’s military career, and then a political career, moved him to New York, where he advanced rapidly, where he became a leading candidate for U.S. President, with some Federalist support, against
Democrat-Republican Thomas Jefferson. The U.S. Constitution then provided for delivery of the Vice Presidency to the runner-up for the Presidency. For a time, Burr was seen winning the Presidency, but Hamilton,
who disliked both Jefferson and Burr began strenuously attacking Burr. The result was that Burr became Vice
President. He avoided going to Washington, the new capital, to serve under Jefferson, a man he did not like.
Vice President Burr was not indicted for murder in New York, since a grand jury ruled such an indictment was
not permitted there since Hamilton had been killed in New Jersey. He, however, was indicted for participating
in a duel, which was illegal in New York (but not, then in New Jersey).
He never returned to New York to face trial on the charge, preferring now to serve out his term as Vice President
in Washington, D.C. The Constitution was changed that year to provide for a single ticket for President and
Vice President, and Burr was not chosen to serve in Jefferson’s second election. There was, however, a federal
charge of treason (for another thing he had done) on which Burr was acquitted.
He died peacefully on Staten Island in 1836, and returned to New Jersey for burial. He now lies peacefully next
to his father, Aaron Burr Sr., in the President’s Plot in Nassau Cemetery in Princeton, so situated because his
father had been president of the College of New Jersey, not because he himself, Burr Jr., might (but for Hamilton) have been U.S. President. This is one of the story’s woven through Cranbury’s history.
The Cranbury Museum, established 1972 by the Cranbury Historical and Preservation Society, is a showcase of
restoration and collection, supplemented from time to time by special collections with loans from friends and
neighbors. A present special exhibition on costume jewelry ends January 22.
John Chambers Cranbury book was commissioned by Cranbury Landmarks, another local non-profit engaged in
preservation work.
The Board meeting at the Museum is on the traditional third Saturday, March 18, starting at 10 a.m.

Middlesex County’s Grand Colonial Exhibition
George Dawson
Cornelius Low House, Middlesex County’s hilltop history exhibition center next to Rutgers’ High Point
Stadium in Piscataway, is making some history of its own these days, with a grand showcasing of the life
and times of Cornelius Low, the man who built it.
The current exhibition is remarkable in two respects:


the long-delayed examination of who Cornelius Low really was, and how the Low family was important to central New Jersey and perhaps the mid-Atlantic region as well; and



the long-concealed collection of colonial and early federal-period furniture and accouterments pulled
together over the last 50-75 years by the Jersey Blue Chapter of the Daughters of the American Revolution for placement in the often-closed Buccleuch Mansion in New Brunswick.

The exhibition marks the 275th anniversary of the opening of this visually imposing building to the Low
family – Cornelius Low’s “new house on the mountain,” opened October 8, 1741, or October 19, if the
New-Style Gregorian calendar (which the British Empire did not officially use until a few years later) is
used. The exhibition curator is Katy Zazofsky
Actually two Cornelius Low’s are associated with the house, father and son, often confused in the records,
since the father’s father (and the son’/s grandfather) was also named Cornelius. The Low name is Dutch
(pronounced Lau), and both parents (or grand-parents) emigrated to America from the Netherlands, and
settled in New York. The father married Johanna Gouverneur, of French Huguenot ancestry, who died in
1763. The son, born in 1736, married Catherine Hude.
The son, dying in 1769, actually died before the father, at age 32-34. The father lived on, with his daughter-in-law, dying in the 1770e, perhaps before the British 1776-77 occupation of New Brunswick and the
Raritan Landing section of Piscataway (where the Low family lived).
Zazofski writes, in a text panel:
Father and son are often both referred to as Cornelius Low Jr., and it can be difficult to distingjuish
which are meant when named in different documents. Occasionally, sources state that the older
Cornelius Low married a 2nd time, to Catherine Hude (actually his daughter-in-law), and this is just
one example of how father and son are confused one another.

The house was not damaged during the occupation, a factor which has sometimes been used to assign loyalist sympathies to the Lows. But Zazofski has also found that one of the senior Low’s 11 children (some
not living in Piscataway). Isaac, born 1731, was actually a member of the 1st Continental Congress (not
the second Congress, whose members voted for independence and signed the Declaration of Independence), as a delegate from New York.
Raritan Landing, the 18th century settlement in which rhe Lows did business as traders and shippers and
built their house, was for years non-existent after the buildings crumbled and then were laid over by Middlesex County’s Johnson Park. Only Low’s “house on the mountain,” occupied by the George Metlar
family during the 1800s and the Stephen V.R. Strong family in the 1900s, and (across Metlar’s Lane, now
the Route 18 highway extension) the Metlar-Bodine house, occupied for a time by Metlar’s son.

Cornelius Vermeule, a state roads engineer whose grandfather had once lived nearby, described the
settlement after an examination of reports and records, in an article published by the New Jersey Historical Society. Then Rutgers archaeologist Joel Grossman and private archaeologists Rebecca Yamin
and Richard Veit and others began a series of digs in preparation for various sewerage and highway
projects, and found plentiful physical evidence. Grossman pronounced his findings as evidence of another Williamsburg, Virginia, a thriving 18th-century village newly discovered for 20th-century eyes.
Other parties moved in. Middlesex County bought the Low House from the Strong estate about 20
years ago, and has used it since for a number of exhibitions, but never one on the house itself and its
family, until now. Preservatoin activists and Piscstaway Township joined to save the Metlar-Bodine
House from disturbance by a highway interchange and then to develop it as a township-private history
museum, but were delayed by a devastating fire 15 years ago.
With these developments and a continuing collection of artifacts from archaeological digs, the story of
Raritan Landing is being revived. The current Low House exhibition continues that effort.
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