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Nannygoats 

A War to End All Wars 
With the 100th anniversary of Armistice Day 
approaching, the Metuchen-Edison Historical Society 
has been making efforts to share our local history 
connections to World War I.  Our Annual Meeting 
featured Brian Armstrong, who spoke on the Edison 
and Metuchen veterans of the Great War.  Then on 
Local History Day in February, the Society brought out 
dozens of items relating to the War, including items 
from the Charles End collection, Conard’s report on 
the construction of the Raritan Arsenal, and more.  In 
June, the Society held a program at the Edison Main 
Library about the township’s military history from the 
Colonial era through World Wars I and II.  Plans are 
currently in the works to organize a field trip to the 
“Over Here, Over There” exhibit at the Cornelius Low 
House, and the Society is working on a special 
Armistice Day program to be held on November 11, 
2018.  Sales of our limited-edition Raritan Arsenal Tee 
Commemorative Shirt support the Society’s work to 
save the Past for the Future, so please get one while 
you can…  either by contacting the Society or through 
our online store on the Society’s website (see details on 
last page). 

Images, clockwise from top left: Raritan Arsenal barracks, Charles End’s 
annotated map of his movements with the 87th Division, a WWI uniform, 

Charles End and Anna Goodwin, found military artifacts, a building at Raritan 
Arsenal, one of a collection of editorial cartoons, speaker Brian Armstrong. 

The 
Sand  

Hills of 
Bonhamtown? 

 
by George Muha 

(see story on  
Pages 4 through 7) 
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The David Graham Thomas House 
 

The David Graham Thomas House at 59 
Graham Avenue, at the intersection with Spring 
Street, was put up for sale earlier this year.  Built 
ca. 1850, the house was the first built in the 
neighborhood and has been an iconic fixture of 
the Graham Avenue area ever since.  Because of 
notable demolitions of historic homes in the area, 
concern about its future understandably has 
arose, and many have inquired about the history 
and significance of the home. 

The land on which the house now sits was 
once part of a large parcel of undeveloped land 
owned and farmed by one of the area’s early European landowners, Samuel Compton.   

In 1849, Compton sold the area bounded by the current day Northeast Corridor line, Main 
Street, Lake Avenue, and High Street to David Graham Thomas (1808-1893).  Thomas, who had 

come to this area of New Jersey with his brother, Lewis, from Woodbury, 
Connecticut in 1831, built this house around 1850.  During the next several 
years, Thomas opened Graham Avenue and surrounding streets and 
expanded his property through additional land purchases.   

While serving as an Elder in the Reformed Church, Thomas donated 
the land for the first Reformed Church building (built 1857) and its 
Parsonage House (built 1867).  The church, which sat facing Le Grand (now 
Amboy) Avenue at the foot of Graham 
Avenue, later burned and was rebuilt at 
the corner of Lake Avenue and Franklyn 
Place.  The Parsonage House was 

enlarged and became a private residence after being separated 
from Le Grand (Amboy) Avenue by the Lehigh Valley Railroad.  
After the cut for the railroad was made, Thomas built the first 
footbridge crossing here for his use.  The Parsonage was later 
home to Governor George S. Silzer and is still extant. 

Census records from the second half of the 19th century 
show Thomas and his wife, Ann, his large family, and his servants 

living on the property, being 
operated as a farm.  In some years their adult children & 
spouses are also listed as residents in the home, notably the 
Reformed Church’s Reverend N.I.M. Bogert, who was married 
to their daughter, Augusta.  [Reverend Bogert’s Second 
Empire home at 59 High Street was demolished last year]. 

In 1893, Thomas died and was buried in the First 
Presbyterian Church cemetery on Woodbridge Avenue.  As a 
memorial gift, the family donated the pond and property to the 
west of the house, on Lake Avenue, to the borough of 
Metuchen.  It was named Tommy’s Pond and Thomas Park 
in his honor.  Anna continued to live in the house into the 
1920s. 

The house remains a prominent and significant 
element in the historic Graham Avenue/Spring Street 
neighborhood. 

Images from top to bottom: David Graham Thomas 
House, 2001.  David Graham Thomas (1808-1893).  
1868 Map of Metuchen, with arrow showing 
Thomas’ house and property.  1920 Sanborn Fire 
Insurance map of Metuchen, with arrow indicating 
the David Graham Thomas house. 
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SAVE THE LUCILLE BALL POND! 
 

 

A Young “Grimstead”! 
Do you see Lloyd Grimstead in this photo?!?! 

No, but you do see the 21st century version of the 
locally-famed photographer… Eagle Scout 
Candidate Michael Bianco, who led a photo-
documentation project covering large swaths of 
Metuchen this past Spring. 

The result is a compilation of approximately 
1700 photographs added to the Society's 
archives.  The project involved more than 200 
volunteer hours – given by 37 volunteers – and 
covered almost 70 streets in the Borough of 
Metuchen. 

Projects such as these truly fulfill our mission 
to "Save the Past for the Future." Many thanks to 
Michael, his mother, Michelle (far left), and all his 
fellow scouts who assisted with the project.   

Also pictured here, surrounding this 
accomplished young man, are (clockwise) Society 
President Kathleen Carlucci, Board Member & 
Eagle Scout Gerry Rice, Secretary Walter Stochel, 
the scout’s mother, Michelle Beley-Bianco, and 
Vice President Steve Reuter. 

National Register Eligibility for  
Mary Wilkins Freeman House 

 
On September 17, 2017, the Mary Wilkins Freeman House at 

207 Lake Avenue in Metuchen received a Certification of Eligibility 
for listing in the New Jersey and National Registers of Historic 
Places.  The home is only extant residence meaningfully associated 
with the renowned author, and although Freeman only lived in the 
house for five year, they were among her most prolific. 

According to the letter issued by the Deputy Historic 
Preservation Officer, Freeman “is acknowledged to be one of the 
most significant and widely acclaimed women writers of the 1880s, 
1890s, and early 1900s.  She was an exceptional regionalist writer – 
on par with Kate Chopin, Mark Twain, and Willa Cather… She is 
also credited in the rise of modern, psychological literature.” 

This designation, commonly referred to as a “COE,” adds to the 
increasing number of historic properties being recognized in the 
Borough.  Nannygoats readers may remember that it is Mary Wilkins 
Freeman to whom Metuchen most notably credits with attaining the 
designation of the “Brainy Borough.”  

 

 
 

Nannygoats readers know that 
Lucille Ball never did live in 
Metuchen – or anywhere in New 
Jersey – but that doesn’t mean that 
(sub)urban legend can’t do some 
good.  Development pressures in the 
Clive Hills section of Edison & 
northern Metuchen are leading some 
to be concerned about the fate of the 
glacial pond at the corner of Mason & 
Clive.  To find out more, visit the 
“Save the Lucille Ball Pond!” 
Facebook group. 

From the MEHS 
Archives Committee 

 

A special thank you to volunteer 
Laura Cubbage-Draper for 

organizing, annotating, 
transforming, and adding to a 
jumble of various newspaper 
articles, notes, pictures, etc. 

donated to the Society by Ernie 
Docs, Sr.  The items were found 

in the attic of what had been 
Kramer's Department Store. 

Thanks to Laura we now have an 
organized source of knowledge 
about a Main Street institution 
that served Metuchen for more 

than 70 years, as well as 
information about various 

members of the Kramer family, 
and a biography of the store's 

founder, Edward Kramer. 

Home News Tribune Photos 
 

Thanks to the deaccessioning of the 
Home News Tribune’s photograph 

morgue, the Society is now in 
possession of dozens of high-quality 
professionally shot images of Edison 

and Metuchen from the 1970s 
through the 1990s.   

 
Identified as a 1982 publicity shot of 
the cast of the Plays-in-the-Park's “A 
Funny Thing Happened on the Way 

to the Forum." 
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Many years back, as we approached the 

Metuchen/Edison exit from the NJ Turnpike, my father, who was 
seated beside me in the passenger seat, pointed towards the 
toll booth and said “George Washington stood right there and 
directed a battle here in the Sand Hills.”  I quietly chuckled for I 
knew that, as he had done many times in the past, my father 
was seeking to excite the imagination of youngsters, in this 
instance his two young grandsons seated on the car's rear seat.  

Of course my father had no knowledge of George 
Washington’s whereabouts at the time.  But as I discovered 
years later, he was indeed correct that a major Revolutionary 
War battle had taken place in the vicinity of Exit 10 of the 
Turnpike in the Sand Hills. The Sand Hills was my father's 
descriptor of the section a mile or so northeast of Bonhamtown 
Center in which he, at age 2, initially settled with his family upon 
their immigration from Austria-Hungary in 1905. The family would 
spend their next twelve years resident in the Sand Hills before 
moving to Metuchen in 1917 where my father would reside most 
of his remaining 69 years.  

An 1882 History of Middlesex County describes the 
Sand Hills (also then known as Ford's Corner) as a small "… 
settlement just on the line of Woodbridge Township. The Amboy 
Railroad branches pass through.  The hamlet contains a store 
and a schoolhouse."   

A decade or so back while compiling my family's history 
and being uncertain as to the extent of the Sand Hills, I sought 
information from the US Library of Congress.  The Library kindly 
replied with a 1904 map of the area (see above) along with a 
somewhat cryptic note that a major Revolutionary War battle had 
taken place there in 1777.  Seemingly my father's tale had basis 
in fact. 

I became curious concerning the 1777 reference and 
discovered in the NJ State Archives that of the two-hundred-
eighty-seven documented Revolutionary War battles that had 
occurred in New Jersey, eight of the conflicts were listed as 
having occurred in Bonhamtown.  But what was so important 
about this relatively small area to cause it to serve as the site of 
so many battles?

 
 
 
 

The answer was quickly forthcoming.  After the Colonial 
Army’s 1777 Christmas Eve victory over British mercenaries in 
the Battle of Trenton was coupled with another victory a week 
later over British Regulars in the Battle of Princeton, it became 
clear to the British that they did not have sufficient forces to 
control all of New Jersey.   In default they chose to setup a series 
of enclaves or strong points to hold open the New York-Trenton-
Philadelphia corridor.  Perth Amboy and New Brunswick were 
among the key strong point along this corridor. King Georges 
Road (modern day Woodbridge Avenue), which ran through the 
Sand Hills, connected this pair of strong points thus establishing 
the area's important role in the Revolutionary War.   

It is likely that the major battle referenced by my father 
and by the Library of Congress arose because this road link had 
been severed. Throughout the month of February, 1777 scouting 
parties of Colonial Militia ranged throughout the current-day 
Piscataway/ Metuchen/ Bonhamtown area and by the end of the 
month had cut essentially all land communication between Perth 
Amboy and New Brunswick.  In early March 1777, to reopen 
communications, a battle referenced in contemporary newspaper 
accounts as the Battle of Punkhill, was precipitated.  The battle 
began in Perth Amboy and concluded in the Sand Hills. 

On March 8, 1777, a force of 3000 British with wagon 
train set out from Perth Amboy, ostensibly to forage.  This was a 
feint for the real purpose was to attract Colonial forces away from 
New Brunswick where the British commander, General Howe 
was in isolated residence.  As related in the 10 March 1777 
edition of The Pennsylvania Journal newspaper, the safe 
extraction of General Howe from his isolation was the concealed 
purpose of this British expedition.  

The Sand Hills of Bonhamtown 
by George M. Muha

Top:  1904 Map of the Metuchen/Bonhamtown area. The shaded 
sections denote areas of clay deposits. Kümmel, Henry B. “Geological 
Survey of New Jersey – Map of the Clay Formations, 1904”, courtesy 
of the U.S. Library of Congress Geography and Map Division.  Left:  
View to the east across the Sand Hills (Raritan Arsenal) towards Perth 
Amboy. Time-exposure picture taken March 1946 by author with a pin-
hole camera while perched on limb 20 ft up in a pine tree.   
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The Colonial commander, General William Maxwell, engaged the 
enemy outside of Perth Amboy but in addition sent some of his 
forces reinforced by "a battalion of Pennsylvania militia from 
Matuching" (Metuchen) to the 
“heights overlooking 
Bonhamtown” (i.e. the Sand 
Hills) to attack the enemy 
flank.  The British responded 
with reinforcements along 
King Georges Road and a 
major battle ensued.   Which 
side was victorious is difficult 
to judge. Since the British left 
the field of battle first, the 
Colonials claimed victory. 
However General Howe was safely 
extricated from his isolation in New 
Brunswick which was the 
(unannounced publicly) purpose of 
the British expedition.   

Incidentally the article in 
the 1777 edition of The 
Pennsylvania Journal wryly 
comments: “… General Howe was 
at Bonhamtown during the 
engagement till he saw his troops 
make the best of their way home, 
and then he thought it was time for 
him to go (also) ...” .   Along King 
Georges Road undoubtedly.   

There were other battles 
along King Georges Road in the 
Sand Hills area but seemingly only 
one, which began as a skirmish on 
May 10, 1777, is currently marked 
with a historical plaque.   On this day the 42nd Royal Highland 
Regiment fought with a large body of Colonials. Fighting 
occurred along a long line with many causalities on both sides.   
As recorded 
on the plaque, 
both British 
and Colonial 
dead were 
buried in the 
church yard 
where they 
remain interred today.  

Battles, skirmishes, and raids continued in New Jersey 
until the end of the war but after the Battle of Monmouth on June 
26, 1778, the principal phase of the conflict moved to the 
southern colonies and its successful conclusion at Yorktown, VA 
in 1783.  Whence soon thereafter, Central New Jersey returned 
to its peaceful agrarian existence.    

But as concerned the Sand Hills, the agrarian character 
was soon to change for, in the 1820-30's, the extent of rich clay 

deposits in the area became generally known and its commercial 
exploitation began.  Indeed, by 1878 there were eight brickyards 
along this section of the Raritan River producing 54 million bricks 

per year.   
Production at this level 

required the services of many 
additional laborers, a need met 
by a large number of European 
immigrants.    The first arrivals 
were from Ireland but, beginning 
ca. 1886, arrivals from Poland, 
Austria-Hungary, and the Ukraine 
arrived to join the labor force.   

The ready availability of 
employment for these immigrants 

in the Sand Hills and the stark reality 
of their everyday life are celebrated 
in a 'ballad' of the era, a few verses 
of which are given in the sidebar at 
left.  

As related by my father, life 
for these early immigrants was 
difficult … long hours at hard labor, 
loneliness, a language few (at least 
initially) could speak or understand 
and immersed in a culture very 
different from that they had known. 
Understandably these immigrants 
settled in groups defined by ethnicity, 
the Magyars (Hungarians) principally 
in Carteret, Fords, and the Sand Hills 
region of Bonhamtown.  My father's 
recollection is that, through the mid-
1910s, seven Hungarian families 
were the sole residents of the Sand 

Hills. 
I still clearly remember my paternal grandmother's 

answer when, as a young boy, I asked if she was not afraid of 
making her first 
trip to the USA 
alone.    Her 
answer … “no 
(for she had) 
cousins in 
Carteret”.  My 
father later 

explained that “cousins” was not to be taken literally.  Rather it 
meant that everyone helped everyone else as if they were family.  
He added that although life was indeed hard, one always had 

Ballad of the Sand Hills
 

I came to the Sand Hills to get me a job; 
I met Billy Barr, and he sent me to Bob, 
Saying if Bob doesn't give it, I’m sure Howe will 
Give you a job digging clay in the dreary Sand 
Hills. 
 
There is Jimmy O'Brien who keeps a saloon 
He lives in a house I think he'll leave soon. 
He'll sell you a quart, or a pint or a gill, 
And trust you till pay day on the dreary Sand Hills. 
 

[many more verses concluding with] 
 

There is a butcher from Metuchen who sells meat 
by the pound, 
Porterhouse, sirloin, the chuck or the round. 
They say the meat is cheap but we're eating pork 
still, 
And we're out digging clay on the dreary Sand 
Hills. 
 

Ballad from the Woodbridge Public Library file: 
“The History of Woodbridge, NJ” 

Top: 1904 “The Clay and Clay Industry of NJ” photograph. Early mining 
of clay in the Sand Hills was very labor-intensive.  As related by the 
author’s father, it involved only “...a Hungarian with a shovel and 
wheelbarrow...” Bottom: Raritan Sand Company dredge in operation 
(Author's Collection – March 1946). 
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something to eat and a place to sleep, such was the help 
available within the immigrant community. 

[My paternal grandmother had made two trips to the US, 
the first in 1899 when she was still single. After an 11 month stay 
in the US she returned to 
Hungary, married (1901) and 
returned to the US a second time 
(1905) with family to spend her 
remaining sixty years.] 

In addition to employment, 
entrepreneurial opportunities were 
to be found in the 'Hills'.   In the 
early 1870s the young Charles S. 
Edgar (1848-1917), while farming 
his family’s plot in the Sand Hills, 
discovered a type of clay of 
particularly high quality - kaolin.     

After extensive prospecting along the east-coast seaboard, 
he eventually acquired control of a large kaolin deposits in 
Florida whence, in 1892, he founded a company – the Edgar 
Plastic Kaolin Company.   The company prospered greatly and, 
in 1925, the company established its principal office/research 
laboratory on Station Place in Metuchen, NJ.    The building still 
exists today but the company is now registered as Edgar 
Minerals, Inc. with its principal office moved to Edgar 
(Hawthorne), Florida. 

Through his enterprise and executive ability, C. S. Edgar 
accumulated a considerable fortune.  In 
his later years and much to Metuchen's 
benefit, he turned to philanthropy.  The 
Metuchen Edgar School (1917), the 
Metuchen YMCA building (1927), and the 
Sunday School Addition to the Dutch 
Reform Church (to the original 1857 
church building), came into existence 
due to his beneficence.  He also donated 
the land on New Brunswick Avenue for 
the Metuchen Edgar Park now the site of 
the Edgar School gymnasium.  

Other Sand Hill residents also 
benefited from the clay mining activity.  In 
my family's instance the 1910 US Census lists my paternal 
grandparents and their children resident at 229 St. Georges 
Road in the Sand Hills.  There, my grandfather and namesake, 
George Muha, was the proprietor of a tavern and a semi-
enclosed pavilion. 

My father later recounted that the tavern was a popular 
meeting place where, after a day of hard work in the nearby clay 
mines, many workers would stop by for a “short one” before 
heading home.  He also recalled that the weekly dances held at 
the pavilion, which provided nigh the only source of relaxation for 
most of the workers, had a distinctive Magyar (Hungarian) flavor 
– Czárdás orchestras were particularly popular and “if you did not 
speak Magyar, you stood little chance of being understood”. 

Other industries, unrelated to clay products, also set up 

plants in the Sand Hills.  In 1915, the Nixon Nitration Works 
began production of military explosives for sale to countries 
engaged in the European war (World War I) which was then 
currently raging.  In 1924 the plant was destroyed by a 

horrendous explosion that, as my 
father related, “destroyed most 
buildings in the Sand Hills” and 
“broke windows” 2 miles away in 
his family's home on East Walnut 
Street in South Metuchen.  The 
plant, later rebuilt, continued 
operations until 1960.  [Incidentally 
this is the same company 
celebrated in the popular 2001 TV 
miniseries and feature movie 
“Band of Brothers” detailing some 

of the World War II exploits of the US Army's 101 Airborne 
division.] 

In 1917 with the entry of the US into World War I, the Sand 
Hills changed somewhat in character when the Federal 
Government appropriated 3200 acres to establish what would 
eventually become the Raritan Arsenal.  Initially the acreage 
served as a storage site for ordnance and ammunition awaiting 
shipment to combatants in Europe.  Later, because of its 
strategic location, it was established (1920) as a permanent 
Army Ordnance depot and remained as such until being 
decommissioned in the early-1960's. 

The Arsenal became a major 
employer in the area during World War II.  
By 1943, the nation-wide shortage of 
workers caused the import of several 
hundred Italian prisoners of war who had 
volunteered to serve at the facility. They 
were granted “trustee status” to work within 
the Arsenal's confines. Housed in barracks 
enclosed by in a barbed wire stockade, the 
prisoners had been carefully selected 
based on their political views.   A boyhood 
friend's father who worked at the Arsenal at 
that time once commented that the 
prisoners were “no trouble … they were a 

hard-working lot ... loading, unloading and driving trucks and 
cutting firebreaks.” Their barracks were located in the northwest 
corner of the Arsenal, presently the location of the Middlesex 
County College Campus. 

On hot summer afternoons in 1944-5, several boyhood 
friends and I would often bicycle pass the prisoner stockade on 
the way to swimming holes in the Sand Hills.  There were no 
guardhouses nor armed guards in view.  One of our number, 
whose immigrant parents spoke only Italian to their children, could 
readily understand Italian but spoke it only haltingly.  Occasionally 

Top: Closeup view of the Raritan Sand Company dredge.  (Author's 
Collection – March 1946).  Bottom: Article from the March 12, 1944 edition 
of The New York Times about the Italian POWs at Raritan Arsenal. 
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we would stop to 'converse' with the prisoners, a few who were 
always milling about inside the 
stockade.  Questions about the Italian 
dictator Mussolini always brought forth 
uncomplimentary replies accompanied 
by equally uncomplimentary 
gesticulations.  

The swimming holes alluded to 
in the preceding paragraph were in 
water-filled abandoned clay pits on 
the property of the Raritan River Sand 
Company. This company had 
established operations in the Sand 
Hills in the mid-1920s to mine another 
commodity available in great 
abundance in the Sand Hills ... sand.  

Their mining operation was conducted via a sand dredge 
floating in a large, water-filled, clay pit.  A screw-like shaft 
burrowed into the hillside to mine the sand which was then mixed 
with water and the slurry pumped via a floating pipeline to 
holding tanks located about three-quarters of a mile distant at 
the southern end of the present-day Mill Road.  There the added 
water was allowed to drain, the tanks emptied and the sand, 
after being allowed to at least partially dry, was ready for 
transportation to construction sites. 

For the present author and also 
likely for others who grew up in South 
Metuchen during the early-1940s, 
recollection of the Raritan Sand 
Company’s Bonhamtown operations 
brings back many pleasant memories 
of swimming holes and camp sites.   

The Sand Company's site was 
easily reached via a series of foot 
paths and trails leading from the then 
Edgar Park Playground in South 
Metuchen through wooded areas past 
the old Mill Pond (later the site of the 
Ford Plant), whence on to the 
southern-most end of Mill Street where 
the Sand Company’s property was located.  On hot summer 
afternoons, often as many as 6-8 teenagers on bicycles 
negotiated this ~3-mile trip to “Sandys,” our name for the large 
lake upon which the company’s sand dredge was floating and 
which served as our swimming hole.   

The Sand Company ceased operation in the mid-1950's 
and, a few years later, our 'Sandys' swimming hole was 
converted to a commercial swimming club, the Mirror Lake Swim 
Club, which itself was then closed when in the late 1970's the 
water was pumped out and the 'clay pit' filled to make additional 
land area available for development. 

 

          Yet another favorite activity at the Sand Company's site 
was the use of the wooded area between 
the company's dredger and the Raritan 
River to locate a Boy Scout 'base camp'.    
In the mid-1940s members of Metuchen 
Boy Scout Troops 14 and 16 (as the 
troops were then numbered) constructed 
lean-to shelters, cooking fireplaces, and 
the like for use while accumulating 
credits for Boy Scout merit badges, e.g. 
Camping, Bird Watching, etc. 

The picture shown here is of the 
author 'cooking-out' at the Sandy's Troop 
14 'base camp' site to meet one of the 
requirements for the Boy Scout Cooking 

Merit Badge.  [All of the photos included in this manuscript that 
are listed as being from the author's collection were taken to 
partially fulfill a merit badge requirement for Photography.] 

By the late-1960s the character of the Sand Hills had 
greatly changed.  In 1962 its main occupier, the Raritan Arsenal, 
had covered 3,234 acres with 440 buildings and approximately 
62 miles of roads and railways. But alas, that same year the 
Arsenal was declared surplus and two years later the acreage 
and facilities were turned over to the U.S. General Services 

Administration for disposal.   
The northwest corner of the 

property was immediately claimed by 
Middlesex County Board of Freeholders 
for educational use.  Certain of the 
Arsenal's building located therein served 
during the startup phase of the present-
day Middlesex County Community 
College.   

Over the following decade an 
extensive cleanup of the site by the US 
Army Corp of Engineers followed.  It 
involved removal of ordnance, chemical 
agents, and explosive waste which had 
been routinely disposed of by burial or by 
burning in pits.  

Eventually the present-day business park, the Raritan 
Center, took form.  The Center's growth was accompanied by 
nearby construction of apartment complexes and the 
development of a major highway interconnection hub 

Today, 7+ decades after my initial acquaintance with the 
'Hills', my infrequent visits there leave me at a complete lost to 
find past 'landmarks'.  Sadly my father's (and my) Sand Hills exist 
no longer.   

 

Many thanks to Mr. Muha for once again providing a wonderful 
article that greatly furthers our local history knowledge.  The 
Society is deeply indebted to Mr. Muha for his important 
contributions to our newsletter and our archives.

 
Top: Mirror Lake Swim Club - Mill Road, Bonhamtown, NJ.  Photograph by J.Koye.  Bottom: Author 'cooking out', Metuchen Fugle-Hummer Boy Scout 
Troop #14 base camp site, Sand Hills.  (Author's Collection – March 1946).   
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METUCHEN AND HER HISTORY, 1870 (VIII) 
 

The following is the eighth installment of Dr. Ezra Mundy Hunt’s “Metuchen and Her History,” written in 
1870, which we began reprinting serially in issues of Nannygoats beginning with the Winter/Spring 2015 
edition.  Many thanks to Society Director Dominic T. Walker for transcribing this document.   
 
 

Indeed, Oak Tree and Bonhamtown were 
[Metuchen’s] more stirring suburbs.  The church had 
been built centrally between the two, to accommodate 
both, and the parts of Piscataway toward New Durham, 
and only a very little village had begun to nucleate here.  
The good old times had not yet fully passed away; 
farming had not become an antiquated and homespun 
thing: butter was nine pence a pound, eggs six pence a 
dozen--and a baker’s dozen at that--and buckwheat 
cakes and honey didn’t give old-fashioned stomachs the 
dyspepsia.  The great brick oven burned up all the old 
posts and rails on the farm, and furnished home-made 
bread not baked in a pan; milk 
was too cheap to sell; farmers, 
unlike doctors, did their own 
killing and curing, and a lamb 
from the flock or a calf from the 
stall was easily changed about 
among the neighbors, so that 
neither baker, milkman or 
butcher needed to make their 
daily rounds; the wide fire-
place, which would take in half 
a tree for a back log, blazed 
away without any thoughts as 
to the price of wood and coal, 
and gas-burners had not yet reported. Linen was cheap, 
and collars high enough to reach up to the hat and keep 
out the cold; linsey-woolsey had partly disappeared, but 
many a farmer’s daughter curtsied in her becoming 
calico, and many a successful sparking was had by the 
embers of a Franklin fire, and the dull light of a tallow 
candle, nuts, apples, doughnuts, mince pie and a mug 
of cider being passed around between ten and twelve 
o’clock.  One did not then have to bow in “tights,” at an 
angle of over 45 degrees, and study up on the latest 
novel, and know the difference between a piano-forte 
and a melodeon, in order to be considered intelligent 
enough for matrimony, and was not so much in danger 
as now of being considered familiar because of a 
smacking salutation.  But somehow I know of good 
matches made in those days, and I must give it as my 
opinion (non-professional) that at least a medium 
between these ancient habits and modern formality 
would be more conducive to family ties and not cause 
so many young gentlemen to postpone propositions out 
of sheer embarrassment, and from that modesty so 
characteristic of our sex. 

The next quarter of a century--from 1800 to 1825-
-wrought some important changes in this vicinity. At this 
period, the construction of roads was as much 

connected with development and the progress of 
civilization, and excited as much interest as that of 
railroads since.  

Up to this time, communication between New 
York and Philadelphia was had by conveyances from 
Trenton to Blazing Star or Amboy or Elizabeth Point 
passing through by Bonhamtown.  It was considered 
something of an advance when, in 1765, “covered 
Jersey wagons,” without springs, running twice a week, 
enable travelers to make the time in three days, and a 
line afterward “of good stage wagons, and the seats on 
springs,” which in summer got the passengers through 

in two days was known as the 
“Flying Machine line,” and up 
to the year 1800 there was 
little improvement upon that.  
Drivers cracked their whips 
and ran their races along the 
lower sand road with as much 
enthusiasm as if striving for 
steam-boat or railroad speed, 
and by the journey’s end the 
horses were enough jaded, 
and the passengers enough 
jolted, and the reinsman 
enough “treated,” to make 

rest convenient for the whole party.  
The charter for the “Essex and Middlesex 

Turnpike,” from Newark to New Brunswick, was 
produced March, 1806, and that for the “Amboy and 
Boundbrook” Turnpike, which passes under the railroad 
bridge and on through New Durham, was procured 
June, 1808. Both were probably finished by 1810. This, 
of course, made lively times in the little village, which 
thus became a place on two regular lines of travel.  

The stage-coach passing through the town 
realized to it a connection with the adjacent cities, and 
occasioned the usual amount of awakened interest. If 
you have ever traveled in a section which had no other 
mode of communication with the outside world, you can 
easily picture to yourselves the curiosity thus excited. 
Either from the driver, or from the passengers, or from 
an occasional newspaper left with the landlord, the latest 
accident or the most important and recent public 
occurrence was duly heralded.  

Great rivalry existed between various lines, and 
Rev. Dr. Beattie, of Steubenville, but formerly of New 
Jersey, has told me that he well remembered riding 
through here when two finger-boards at the intersection 
of the two turnpikes, pointing in different directions, each 

Historic American Building Survey (HABS) 
photograph of the the Ford House in Bonhamtown. 
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assured the passer-by that it designated the nearest 
route to New York.  

Public houses sprung up in abundance to 
accommodate travelers and the group that gathered at 
evening to hear local and general news.  

At one time or other in this period a public house 
was kept by Mr. Harriot in a small building, where R.R. 
Freeman now lives, and until about 1826; another on the 
corner now owned by Mr. Swan, another by John 
Hampton, Sr. in the Board house, and still another 
opposite. The house of Mr. Board had just been built at 
the foot of the hill, and from the inability of its owner to 
finish it, obtained the name of Ross’ Folly. The public 
house of Mr. Campbell, opposite, had been moved from 
a field nearby, and refitted soon after the turnpike 
opened. A store was also kept in the small house 
opposite, and another where Alexander Ayres now lives. 

Col. Robert Ross resided where the Vail House now 
stands until the time of his death, in 1827. A school-
house had been moved soon after the Turnpike was 
opened to the locality of the present one, Rev. Mr. Cook 
was still pastor of the church, and so remained until his 
death in 1824.  

Dr. Manning, a son-in-law of Dr. Melancthon 
Freeman, and Dr. Cool practiced here for a time: but in 
the later portion of this period Dr. Wm. Martin, who lived 
at the corner known as Pumptown, and also kept store, 
was the chief practitioner. In 1814 and 1815 the name of 
Dr. Van Menlen also appears. 

Ezra Mundy and two or three others of the same 
surname who had gone from this place to New York and 
been successful enough as merchants to buy farms, 
soon after 1800 returned and located here, and also 
Simeon Mundy, from New Brunswick, about 1823. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

1901 City Directory, Columns 8 and 9 
Below are the eighth and ninth columns of entries in the sections relevant to our area of the 1901 Polk’s New Brunswick City Directory.  The Society began 
reprinting the entirety of this directory in the Winter/Spring 2016 issue.  
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BUNKED AT THE B.I.L. BARRACKS! 
by Tyreen A. Reuter 

On November 17, 1906, Metuchen’s 
recently formed Borough Improvement 
League (B.I.L.) met to discuss “plans for 
preserving the Old Academy building.”  
The school house, which many local 
residents had attended and remembered 
with fondness, was in extremely poor 
condition.  The B.I.L. formed a plan to 
rescue the building and offered to 
purchase the building for $800.  

In addition to contributions from local 
residents, the President of Princeton 
University contributed $80 towards the 
purchase with “his hearty approval of 
preserving the building.”  In 1908, the 
B.I.L. began to repair the structure, built ca. 1807 by local residents, including members 
of the Thornall family. According to The Metuchen Recorder, “The B.I.L. are at last in 
possession of the Old Franklin School House and the contract for remodeling given to 
Girvin and Rass, the new firm of Scotch carpenters.  Everybody is watching the result 
with interest.”   

The work included removing the 
partition built in 1842, re-bracing 
the roof, removing the plaster 
ceiling, adding a raised platform and 
small kitchen and dressing room, 
creating an inglenook, and adding a 
fireplace on the north side of the 
building.  The renovations cost a 
total of $1,465. On July 14, 1910, 
the founding members of the B.I.L., 
who had purchased the building on 
behalf of the club, officially deeded 
the property to the club for $1.  
During the following years the 
clubhouse was used for many social 
and charitable events and 
eventually became primarily a 
women’s organization.  

The Ladies of the B.I.L. were extremely active in civic and social affairs, so the United 
States entered the Great War in April of 1917, they immediately looked to contribute in 
some way.  In addition to working with local Preparedness Campaigns and the 
Beautification committee’s Mrs. Bruno planting red, white, & blue flowers in front of the 
League House as a show of support, they lent the use of the League House to house 
soldiers.  The following article is from the April 22, 1917 edition of New Brunswick’s Daily 
Home News: 

  

The schoolhouse prior to its “rescue.” 

The League House, ca. 1915. 
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The July 7, 1917 edition of the Daily Home 
News included a report on the patriotic event 
held with the soldiers housed there, presided 
over by Mayor Washington Wilson. 

Soon after Camp Raritan opened in 
January 1918, the B.I.L. adjusted its activities 
to assist the soldiers there.  The following 
excerpt is from the 1913-1919 minutes in the 
archives of the B.I.L. 

 
March 5, 1918 
 
The regular monthly meeting of the B.I.L. was held on Tuesday, March 5, 1918 
at the home of Mrs. Edgar Campbell… The suggestion was made that the 
League House be used in some way as a war benefit.  After some discussion 
and many valuable suggestions, it was decided to have the house open one 
afternoon and one evening a week for the reception of the soldiers.  Mrs. Harold 
Edgar and Mrs. Edgar Campbell were appointed a committee to provide 
hostesses for these occasions.  
 
Mrs.Thompson and Miss Parks-Smith were appointed a committee on mending 
and the League House will be opened one day a week and the soldiers may 
bring their mending to be done… It was decided to omit the Federation day this 
year - also the second meeting each month - in order that the women may have 
more time to give to the work at the League House…  The library program was 
then given.  Miss Parks-Smith, chair for the day. The meeting then adjourned.  
Signed, Isabel B. Hebbard, Secretary 
 
A plaque commemorating Metuchen’s contribution to the war effort was presented to 

the B.IL. on June 5, 1921.  It is mounted on the front/north façade of building, and 
notes that it was presented by Co. 1, 4th N.J. Infantry.   

 
Left: 1918 Minutes Book from the B.I.L.  Below: Plaque on the 
front of the Old Franklin Schoolhouse. 
  



Page 14 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 

Explore how New Jersey and its residents were affected by and helped the war effort 
during World War I through the exhibit, Over There, Over Here: New Jersey During WWI 
at Middlesex County’s Cornelius Low House/Middlesex County Museum, located at 1225 
River Road in Piscataway.  The exhibit features authentic WWI artifacts, including many 
pieces loaned by County residents.  Admission to the exhibit is free, and open to the 
public 1 to 4 p.m. on Tuesdays through Fridays, and Sundays (except holidays) and runs 
until December 30, 2018.  For more information please call the museum at 732-745-4177 
or visit http://www.middlesexcountynj.gov. 

 

 
 

A Note From the  
Society President… 

 
 
My name is Kathleen Carlucci, Director, 
of  the Thomas Edison Center at Menlo 
Park, and I am the new president of the 
Metuchen - Edison Historical Society.  I 
am proud to be working with this 
dedicated team who focus on 
preserving, collecting, researching, and 
interpreting the history of Metuchen 
Borough and Edison Township through 
the societies archives and public 
programs.  Please join us at our 
planned events for the entertainment 
and understanding of our local past. 
 

-Kathleen Carlucci 
Society President 

Are You An 
Amazon Shopper? 

 

 
 

If you are an Amazon Shopper, you 
can register with AmazonSmile, which 
will automatically donate 0.5% of your 
purchases to the Metuchen-Edison 
Historical Society. It costs you (and us) 
nothing, and it's just like shopping on 
Amazon normally, but Amazon 
donates a portion.  Just click on the link 
below to register, then bookmark it and 
use that link for all your Amazon 
purchases.  You can change your 
selection of charity at any time. 
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Local Leadership 
For many years, plaques listing Edison’s political leadership 
have hung in their township hall.  Only recently, however, has 
Metuchen had similarly complete list, thanks in part to Metuchen 
Mayor Jonathan Busch and the newly digitized issues of The 
Metuchen Recorder.  Note that until the 1950s, Edison was 
named Raritan Township, and prior to 1900, Metuchen was a 
village within that township.  Both were once part of Woodbridge 
Township after it was created by European settlers in 1669.   
 
 

 
Borough of Metuchen 

Elected Mayors 
1900-1901: William R. Thornall (Democrat) 
1902 -1905: Alexander Litterst (Republican) 
1906 & 1907: T.F. VanSiclen (Democrat) 
1908: Dr. Alfred L. Ellis (Appointed, Democrat)* 
1909: Richard Wilson (Republican) 
1910 & 1911: Washington Wilson (Republican) 
1912 & 1913: Samuel H. Clarke (Democrat) 
1914 & 1915: Thorfin Tait (Democrat) 
1916 - 1923: Washington Wilson (Republican) 
1924 - 1927: Frederick L. Clarkson (Democrat) 
1928 & 1929: Arthur K. Hillpot (Republican) 
1930 & 1932: Phineas Jones (Republican) 
1932 - 1935: Frederick L. Clarkson (Democrat) 
1936 & 1937: Arthur K. Hillpot (Republican) 
1938: Charles F. Geiger (Democrat) 
1938 - 1945: Charles Taylor (Republican) 
1945: John C. Stockel (Republican) 
1946 - 1949: Charles H. Errickson (Republican) 
1950 - 1953: Joseph Costa (Republican) 
1954 - 1957: Karl E. Metzger (Democrat) 
1958 & 1959:  Joseph Costa (Republican) 
1960 & 1961: Ernest E. McMahon (Democrat) 
1962 & 1963: Walter Timpson (Republican) 
1964 & 1965: Robert Flanagan (Democrat) 
1966 & 1967: Thomas Weber (Democrat) 
1968 & 1969: Walter Duff (Republican) 
1970 - 1979: Donald Wernik (Democrat) 
1980 - 1991: John Wiley (Democrat) 
1992 - 1995: Susan Marshall (Republican) 
1996 -2007: Edmund O'Brien (Democrat) 
2008-2015: Tom Vahalla (Democrat) 
2015-2017: Pete Cammarano (Democrat) 
2017: Ronald Grayzel (Democrat, Acting Mayor) 
2017 - current: Jonathan Busch (Democrat) 
 

*Jesse T. Jackson, Democrat, was elected in 1907 
but died before taking office. 

Township of Raritan 
Township Committee Appointed Chairpersons 

1884 - 1888: Samuel LaForge 
1889 & 1890: Joseph L. Moss  
1891 - 1893: Edward McGann 
1894: Luther H. Tappen (Democrat) 
1895: Alexander Litterst 
1896: A.J. Gebhardt 
1897 & 1898: Luther H. Tappen (Democrat) 
1899 & 1900: William Thornall (Democrat) 
1901 - 1903: Peter Lott  
1904: Theodore Ill 
1905 - 1909: Peter Lott 
1910 & 1911: John J. Cogswell 
1912: Peter Meeker 
1913 - 1917: W.R. Drake 
1918 - 1920: Peter Meeker 
1921: Samuel Heath 
1922 & 1923: W.A. Kuehl 
1924: Otto Wittnebert 
1925: Peter Knudson 
1926 & 1927: W.R. Hale 

Township Commission Appointed Mayors 
1927 - 1929: Edward E. Meeker (died in office) 
1930: Peter Knudson (appointed) 
1931 - 1934: Julius Engel 
1935 - 1946: Walter C. Christiansen 
1947 - 1950: Julius Engel 
1951 - 1954: James C. Forgione 
 

 
Township of Edison 

1955 - 1957: Thomas J. Swales, Jr. 
Elected Mayors 

1958 - 1969: Anthony M. Yelensics (Democrat) 
1970 - 1973: Bernard J. Dwyer (Democrat) 
1974 - 1977: Thomas H. Paterniti (Democrat) 
1978 - 1989: Anthony M. Yelensics* (Democrat) 
1989: Henry J. Cackowski (one month) 
1989: Stepehen J. Capestro (six months) 
1990: Thomas H. Paterniti (Democrat) 
1991: George Asprocolas (two weeks) 
1991 - 1993: Samuel V. Convery (Democrat) 
1994 - 2005: George A. Spadoro (Democrat) 
2006 - 2009: Jun H. Choi (Democrat) 
2010 - 2013: Antonia Ricigliano (Democrat) 
2014 - current: Thomas Lankey (Democrat) 
 

*Died in office 
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Metuchen High School 2018 Hall of Fame Inductees 
 

At a splendid ceremony on April 15, 2018, eleven distinguished individuals were inducted to the 
Metuchen High School Hall of Fame. Two of the inductees have direct connections to the Metuchen-
Edison Historical Society. 

Rev. Dr. George E. Hollingshead Jr. (MHS 1954, below left) was selected for his humanitarian and 
service contributions in the Philadelphia PA area, while Pastor of the Bryn Mawr Presbyterian Church.  
Dr. Hollingshead is a member of MEHS. 

Dr. Mildred Moss (MHS 1915), a teacher and later principal of Washington School in Metuchen, 
was honored for her lifetime achievement. When she retired the Board of Education renamed 
Washington School to Mildred Moss School.  Accepting the award for her was her nephew, Society 
Director Gerry Rice (below right).  

Also inducted in 2018 were: David Copperfield, Dr. Joy Bergelson, Thomas Ruegger, Rebecca 
Young, Bernard Spigner, John Cassell, Theresa Polifrone-Sinatra, Valerie Gazda, and Eugene Haley. 

The Society would like to thank Dr. 
George Hollingshead for his recent and 
extremely generous donation.  The 
Doctor’s note is transcribed, as follows:  

 

Please find enclosed a gift check for $1,000.  I 
am giving this to the Metuchen-Edison Historical 
Society in grateful thanks for my nephew Walter 
Stochel’s wonderful and deep relationship to me.  
I know how much he loves the Historical Society 
and has served on its Board for many years.  
Recently he has greatly honored me and now let 
me honor him.   

Sincerely, George Hollingshead 

 
 

The name of the newsletter, 
“Nannygoats,” is taken from 

the title of a collection of 
anecdotes, articles, 

reminiscences, and letters 
compiled by photographer J. 
Lloyd Grimstead.  He took 

more than 2,800 
photographs of the 

Metuchen-Edison area, 
mostly during the 1930s, 

which make up 80 percent 
of the Historical Society’s 

photographic collection.  The 
Metuchen-Edison Historical 

Society dedicates this 
publication to Lloyd 

Grimstead, as a way of 
honoring him for preserving 
so much of our local history.   

 
The Metuchen-Edison Historical Society 

is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization. 

 
Published by 

The Metuchen-Edison  
Historical Society 

P.O. Box 61 
Metuchen, NJ  08840 

Tyreen Reuter,  
Nannygoats Editor 

 
Board of Trustees 

Kathleen Carlucci, President 
Steve Reuter, Vice President 
N. Ann Walker, Treasurer 

Walter R. Stochel, Jr,  
Corresponding Secretary 

 
Additional Directors 

Russell Gehrum 
Evelyn Grant 

Andy Kupersmit 
Tom McKiernan 

Gerry Rice 
Byron Sondergard 
Dominic Walker 
Frederick Wolke 

What’s Going on with  
the Colonial Cemetery? 

 
For those following the story 

vandalism that took place in the 
summer of 2016… the repairs to 
the stones are ready to be done, 

there is a great deal of tree 
work that needs to be done 
before repairing the stone.   

 
The trees are in such bad 

condition that falling branches 
may knock over more stones or 
re-damage those to be repaired.  

This is a top priority for the 
Society and hopefully all will be 

well underway by this Fall. 



 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 

 
 

 
   

Metuchen-Edison Historical Society 
P.O. Box 61 
Metuchen, NJ  08840 
 

 

HISTORY MYSTERY? 

 
The Grimstead Room at the 

Metuchen Public Library contains a 
wealth of local history information, 

including thousands of 
photographs, maps, oral histories, 

manuscript & subject files, 
postcards, and ephemera.  If you 

have a specific interest in a 
particular area of Metuchen or 
Edison history, contact us at 

info@metuchen-edisonhistsoc.org 
with as many details as possible. 

Although our archives are not 
conducive to browsing, if we have 

any relevant information we will be 
pleased to arrange, by appointment, 

for one of our Board members to 
assist you with your search. 

Want to write an article for Nannygoats?  Have a History Mystery you need help with?  An interesting 
photo or memory to share?  Contact the editor… we love submissions from our members and readers! 

Tan Shirt with 
Army Green Ink 

 

Size Small through 
Extra Large (limited 2X 
& 3X also available), 

100% Cotton, designed 
and printed locally. 

Limited Edition! 

World War I - Raritan Arsenal 
Commemorative Tee Shirts – only $15 

Postcards – only 50¢ 
 

www.metuchen-edisonhistsoc.org 
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