The Delaware and Raritan Canal by Joe Kelly

This article has been written from memory, as I lived it as a First Ward boy. Nothing has been copied.

It may not, in a sense, contain historical facts, but they are never to be forgotten memories of New Brunswick as it used to be, when everyone was his “brother’s keeper”, and “help thy neighbor” was the slogan.

Joe Kelly

The Delaware and Raritan Canal, once one of the most popular inland waterways in the nation, now just a memory.

I dare say that only one child out of a hundred would know what you were talking about if you mentioned this body of water.

Started in the year 1835 and opened of business in 1840, much can be said about it since then. When the canal first opened the first boats that went through were known as “chunkers”. Some of these were what was known as hinge boats, due to the fact that they were cut in half and were joined in the center by hinges. The reason for this was that some of the docks they unloaded at were not big enough to dock a boat 90 ft. long.

Many of the boats of this type were owned by individuals, but there was a company known as the Lehigh Coal and Navigation Company who maintained a whole fleet of these boats.

Boats of this type carried 90 tons of coal. They also carried brick or any other cargo that would go below their hatches.

After entering the canal at Bordentown, New Jersey and passing through until they were locked out at New Brunswick, into the Raritan River, their destination could be any place along the Raritan River, Staten Island Sound or Kill Van Kull. Or perhaps they would have cargoes for points in the East River, North River, or along the South Brooklyn shore.

Most of the Lehigh Coal & Navigation chunkers ran east down Long Island Sound to Bridgeport, New Haven, and other points along the sound.  The mode of power for this type of boat was by mule team. A mule team consisted of four mules, a leader, a shafter, and two mules between these.

A leader was a young mule that would be taken over the tow path and made familiar with all the good and bad spots, also all the approaches to the locks along the canal.

A shafter was a mule trained to the mule driver’s voice, and at his command of “Pie Po” the shafter would fall back on his haunches and bring the other three mules to a dead stop. At the command of “Gee Pi” the leader would start and they would again be on their way.

A mule driver started in to be a driver very young, generally around the age of ten. He would be taken in hand by an older driver, and trained how to handle the team from leader to shafter; how to come up on the tow line that would be from the mules to the boat they were towing. What is meant by this is, if they came up too suddenly the tow line might break, and then it would be necessary for the driver to go overboard and take the line to the boat in order to make it fast again.

One of the main things a boy had to learn was how to ride side saddle, and to sleep on the mules’ back, as they trudged along the tow path. This is where the knowledge of the mule came in. When he would be approaching a bad spot or coming on to the approach of a lock, the team would stop and naturally the driver would wake up.

The Commissary for these boys and older drivers in the stable was generally where there was a lock. The drivers never wore shoes and their feet were like iron.

When the canal closed these boys went to school all winter and early spring and when vacation came they would be back on the canal. As time went on business in the canal increased, and different types of boats made their way through the canal. Some of these were known as Erie Canal boats. These boats would come through the Erie Canal from Buffalo down the North River and be towed by tug boats to New Brunswick. These tugs were owned by the Pennsylvania Railroad. 

The canal boats would then enter the canal through the lock in New Brunswick and proceed through the canal. Their cargoes varied. It might be anything from wheat to paper pulp. It was not an uncommon thing to see these railroad tugs leave New Brunswick with as many as 35 to 40 boats in tow.

Then there was another type known as schooner hulls. These boats would come up the Raritan River under their own sail, and on their arrival at New Brunswick they would lower their sails and enter the lock and proceed through the canal by mule team. Most of this type of boat, on arrival at Bordentown at the other end of the canal, would go out into the Delaware River and sail up to Philadelphia, Pennsylvania with their cargo. They would take on coal at Richmond, Pennsylvania and begin the return trip, probably to Boston or some other Eastern port. In later years, steamers began to run through the canal, the New York and Baltimore Line and the Richmond Line. These steamers made regular trips through the canal carrying general cargoes, merchandise of all descriptions.

One of the nice things to be remembered about the canal was the millionaires’ yachts that would pass through on their way South. They were beautiful steam yachts and later on motor power driven houseboats that would go through the canal and use the inland waterways, the Delaware and Chesapeake Canal and the Dismal Swamp Canal, on their way to southern winter resorts. They would return by the same route. This was a great treat, especially to those who lived near the water, to see these beautiful boats and to get a look at their owners. Some of these were schooner rigged as well as power driven, and all of them carried a fully trained crew.

The City of New Brunswick played a principal part in the life of the canal. There were two big shipyards here, Grams and Runyans, where most of the boats were hauled out for repairs. Also at the Outlet Lock many of the Pennsylvania Railroad tug boats were built; and between Carman Street and Commercial Avenue one of the largest scows ever to go through the canal was built. Her name was the “JOHN T. HUGHES”. Many men high up in Marine Navigation got their start on the canal. Some of these from New Brunswick were James and John Hughes, brothers who were pioneers and whose business has been handed down through three generations to James Hughes, Jr., and now Hughes Brothers, Incorporated. Also William Fox, Isaac Ewing, Captain Charles Norton. In addition to these, many men in Philadelphia, Baltimore and New York owe their early training to the canal.

The canal was an important artery in World War I being the connecting link between the Philadelphia Navy Yard and New York ship side. Through its waters passed the guns, boilers, and airplanes which were to be used in the construction of war vessels. In order to speed this up a fleet of high powered light draught tug boats were placed in the canal to supersede the mule teams, which made transportation so much quicker for these materials that were so vitally needed at this time. 

These boats all carried armed guards who sometimes for the fun of it picked off a farmer’s chicken, duck or calf.

These boats were owned by James Hughes, Jr., Marine Transportation. Johnson & Johnson also maintained a fleet of freight boats known as the Middlesex Transportation Company.

Another sight that was familiar to old timers was when the mules left New Brunswick to go to Bordentown to start back with the boats that were frozen in the Delaware River. There would be about one hundred teams, which would mean four hundred mules. They would come up from the stable and go out Livingston Avenue, which was known then as the Trenton Pike. This was what was known as leading over, and took place regularly every year.

The business these drivers and the people on the boats left in New Brunswick in a season ran up in the thousands. All the feed for the mules, all the provisions and the clothing they wore were bought off the Merchants on Burnet Street, which at that time was the Main Street in the city.

This is in no way a financial report nor statistics on tonnages, just a plain simple review of what the canal was and how it was operated.

Another paying industry was the shoeing of the mules. Nearly every round trip they had to be shod. Some of these young mules had never been shod, (never had shoes on before), and it would be necessary to put them in a sling and tie them down in order to shoe them.

This mighty Smitty who could do this job was a man by the name of Ben Reed – the Blacksmith. His shop was at the corner of Burnet and Carman streets.

He also was a wheelwright, assisted by an Irishman by the name Tommy Martin. All the bodies and wheels for the City Dump Carts and Harness trucks and light wagons were built by hand by these two men.

It was a grand sight to see them draw a circle, and then forge the steel in the fire, that was to be the rim, after the wooden wheel was complete.

Each spoke was a raw piece of wood brought down by hand with a spoke shaver. To see them make a Hub out of a solid piece of wood was really and art in itself. I would not be surprised if some of these farmers’ wagons would still be in good shape. There was another wheelwright named Wobie at the corner of Morris and John St.

I forgot to mention in the beginning that this canal was a pick and shovel job, hand-dug and built by the sweat of the brow of those early pioneers that was to make the name of the Delaware and Raritan Canal famous.

The Tow Path, which separated the Canal from the river, was a piece of work that any contractor today would be proud of. The pay for these men at that time was about 75 cents a day, for ten hours.

Another great sight was in the Spring of the year, when the ice would break up, (usually ran from 18 inches to 3 feet thick), and the water would overflow its banks. The water would sometimes reach as far up as John St., one block from the Canal’s bank, and people would be out in rowboats salvaging their belongings.

Thousands of dollars worth of damage would be done to the stores on Burnet St., caused by water and silt that would come up with the flood.

One of the sad things to remember was the big fire in Bergen’s Stable, when over 50 head of mules were burned to death, or drowned in the canal as they ran from the Stable and dashed overboard.

One of the outstanding pleasures the people in New Brunswick and the surrounding neighborhood had was the trip to Coney Island every Sunday on the Side Wheel Steamer, “New Brunswick”. She would leave her dock here in New Brunswick at 9:00 A.M. and arrive at Coney Island at 12:00 noon, and leave again at 4:30 P.M. for the return trip. Thousands of people enjoyed this trip through the Summer months.

In addition, she made daily trips to New York and back, making stops in Sayreville, South Amboy, Perth Amboy, Tottenville, Carteret, Linoleuville, and Rossville.

The round-trip fare to Coney Island on Sunday, or New York on weekdays, was 50 cents, and the price of your full course dinner was 50 cents, which included everything from soup to nuts, and the pleasure of having the Captain sitting at the head of the table.

Two or three times a week there would be a Sunday School Excursion to Boynton Beach, and on the return trip the Captain would stop and pick up the tired children and weary mothers; worn out after a happy day’s outing. Boynton Beach was a children’s paradise, and the mothers loved it. 

Captain Barton was an able Skipper and Navigator and one of the best I ever had the pleasure of being Shipmates with. He later wound up in the employ of the Geodetic Survey of the United States Government.

The Raritan River was known at this time not only for its beautiful scenery, but for its wonderful fishing.

It has been said that Shad and Herring caught in the Raritan River were the finest caught anywhere in this country.

The fisherman would fasten one end of their net on the Tow Path and with the other end fastened to their boat, they would make a complete circle and then heave in the net.

Many times the catch would be so heavy, the nets could not stand it and would break. Of course, that catch would be a total loss. Another net would immediately be lowered and the haul repeated.

At Seidlers Beach on Lower Raritan Bay, where Weak and Blue fish were running, the nets would be hauled in by a horse attached to what was known as a “sweep”. And the catch during a tide would run into tons.

This was when the Raritan River was really the Raritan River. Not as it is now.

But the small boy and his father were not to be denied their sport, because all they had to do was go out and dig a can of worms, and go down to the River bank. They were always sure to come home with a string of Perch, Catfish, Snappers, Lafayettes, and small Bass.

The water in the Raritan River then was so clear you could almost see the fish fooling around the bait. In addition to this, anyone could go down and in one or two hours go home with a bushel basket of fine big Blue-back, long-claw crabs. The Old Timers were always on hand to see the first catch of Frost Fish in the Spring.

The first catch each year went to the Governor, regardless of what his politics might be, and the second to an Old Timer known as Billy Price; and after that, anyone could buy them for $1.00 a quart. They were a delicacy for the rich only. Then all of a sudden, something began to happen; the river started to become polluted. Not much at the start, but little by little it began to get worse.

Soon the old familiar sight of the men and boys sitting along the river bank fishing began to disappear; and slowly but surely the men pulling the nets along the Tow Path went the same way, and with it went a means of livelihood and many fond memories. It was a downright shame that such a thing could happen to such a beautiful river, and to deprive so many people of so much pleasure.

Previous to this condition, we always had our water Carnival and swimming meets on the Raritan, between the Albany St. Bridge and the Outlet Lock.

These events would draw boat owners, clubs and swimmers from all over the country, to take part and compete for the beautiful trophies. The best swimmers in the country in addition to the great Shell Crews would be here.

It was really wonderful and beautiful to watch these great matches of strength and precision. The bridge and the River bank would be lined with thousands of people. The River at this time was full of beautiful pleasure boats, both sail and power-driven. Their hulls were always painted white or light Oak.

After this pollution started in the River, they all had to be painted black in order to hide the ugly scars the silt floating on top of the water would make.

So I have called this piece Memories of the Delaware and Raritan Canal, and the Raritan River, on whose proud waters business once prospered and pleasure ran high.

This is the ending of a time when people who worked on it, lived on it, could really and truthfully say: “we did not earn much, did not have much, but we were all so happy”. These happy times have all gone, but the memory of them will live as long as time goes on.

During the time I have just spoken about, there were four stables in New Brunswick: Jake Schibels, Boyces, Bergens, and Conovers.

There were also four coal yards supplied by “Chunkers”, Ross, Welsh, Tindell and Tunison.

Polly Boyce’s store was a landmark, and Strong’s Hardware was the leading Ship Chandler, (a dealer in provisions, small wares, etc.).

Most of the coal that was hauled in “Chunkers” came from [Mauch Chunk, Pennsylvania], down the Lehigh Canal through Lambertville and New Hope, and so on down to Bristol, then down the Delaware River to Bordentown. Bordentown was the first lock, and is still plainly seen from the train that runs from Trenton to Atlantic City. Most of the Canal on the upper end is filled in. I used to know what the rise was from the time a boat entered at New Brunswick until it went out at Bordentown, but I have forgotten just what it was. By the rise, I mean from one lock to the next each level of water was higher. That’s where the term lower and upper level originated.

Most all the people who owned or were employed on the Chunkers were Pennsylvania Dutch. The cabins of these small boats were spotless and the decks were the same. They did all their cooking on deck.

The water in the Raritan River in these early days was so clear and clean that these people waited until they got here to fill their barrels and casks to wash their clothes in, or any other cleaning they had to do.

The following has to do with business men in New Brunswick who derived most of their income from the Canal and those affiliated with it. These names date back 70 years or more. About 1900, there was Richard Roeser, Burnet and Hassart St. This was the first Super Market ever in New Brunswick. Then there was the Runyon Brothers Feed Store. Some of the men who owned Grocery Stores were Henry Arbogart, P. Hampton Wykoff, and Peter Atkinson. Others who owned Flour, Feed, and Grocery Stores were Thomas S. Dugan and Tunison’s Store.

Coal Yards were run by Miles Ross, P.M. Welsh, and Lindle’s. There was Strong’s Hardware and Ship Chandler, and Cronk and Voorhees Lumber Yard.

The Butchers in New Brunswick at that time were Deinzer, Pete Zimmerman, and Daly’s.

Mule stables were run by Jake Shible, John Bergen, Polly Boyce, and R.J. Conover.

And an old established Store run by a man, by the only name we ever knew, and that was Moxie’s, who sold everything from a needle to a suit of clothes.

These are the names of the Hotels that were prominent in the life of New Brunswick, dating back over one hundred years; the oldest of which was the Bologna Hotel, at the foot of Burnet St. This hotel, like all the others, showed a sign which read “For Man and Beast”, which meant there was a stable attached.

From this hotel, the people walked down to the River front and embarked on Sail boats or sloops, and proceeded down the Raritan River to Tottenville, from which point they proceeded to New York. It is my understanding that this venture was the beginning of the Vanderbilt fortune.

Then there was the Bell Hotel on Albany St., of which Joseph Quinn was the proprietor.

McCormack’s Hotel was located across from the old Pennsylvania Railroad Station, when the railroad was on the ground level. There was the Bull’s Head Hotel on Hiram St., which was operated by Mr. Silzer, father of former Governor George Silzer. 

The City Hotel on Albany St. was owned and operated by the Waelde Family. This hotel had the distinction of being what was known as the Horse Mart. The horses would be brought in from the West about every three weeks, and the big Auction would take place. The farmers would be there from miles around, to bid on these horses to work their farms.

Then there was Macom’s hotel, of which Mr. Macom was the owner. He was the father of the now late Dr. Macom, the Dentist. This hotel was the Stage Coach Terminal. The Stage made a round trip once a day from Sayreville to New Brunswick and return. The names of some of the men who hauled the nets when they fished from the Tow Path were Jim Fouratt, Charlie Fouratt, Wynn Fine, Mose Wilcox, Dory Wilcox, and Ed Pickering. Also Joe Pickering, and as they passed on, their families took up where they left off.

A Roe Shad at that time, right out of the net, up to 4 pounds, was 25 cents. Not a pound, but for the whole Shad. Herring they caught by the ton, and you could have all you wanted for nothing.

Another interesting thing connected with the Canal and River was Fulton’s Sail Loft at the foot of Carman St. Here all the sails were made for the Schooners that plied the waters of the Raritan, and Staten Island Sound, and Kill Von Kull. These Schooners were mostly employed in carrying brick from Sayre and Fisher Brick Yards in Sayreville, which at that time was one of the largest in the country.

These Schooners, laden with brick, would sail to all parts of the country, from Maine to Baltimore. Millions of brick left this plant daily by Schooner and what were called Brick Scows. These scows carried nothing in their hold, but hundreds of thousands on their decks.

In speaking about fish, it was a great thrill to be out in your rowboat after they set off a charge of dynamite at the time they were dredging the River. The charge would stun the fish and all us kids had to do was net them with a hand net. They would still be alive, but just stunned.

At the extreme end of the piling that ran along the river front from the outlet lock to a point at the bottom of Evans Woods, was a large break, which formed a grand beach. This beach was known as Sandy Bottom. Here the families would bring their children to go swimming. You could walk out almost 100 feet, and the water was crystal clear.

When Barnum’s Circus or Forepaughs Circus would come to town, they would lead the elephants down here and they would have the time of their lives wading in the water.

The Circus grounds then were on what is now known as Feaster Park, between Commercial Ave. and Throop Ave., and between Handy St. and Hale St.

We had three big days in those times, and they were Circus Day, the day the children graduated from school, and the St. Peter’s Church and American Mechanics Excursion to Coney Island and Rockaway; and then it was back to work for everyone, and a wait for next year to roll around. 







