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HISTORIC ROADWAY STUDY

"This is a draft document. Our technical group has identified two discrete resources: the roadway

elements (i.e. section, ROW, drains, bridges, curbs, circles, interchanges - - all things related to the road

itself) and roadside elements (i.e. taverns, watering troughs, inns, picnic pull-off areas, etc.). We then

identified a number of road building eras (Colonial, Internal Improvement, Good Roads, Highway) with a

range for the Periods of Significance (POS). The eras and their POS were determined by background

research on the historical context. From that point, we then identified a number of roads in each era

which were "significant roads" and worthy of further study to determine eligibility once an actual project on

that road was planned."
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I. Prologue

II. Introduction

The purpose of this study is to provide guidance on the evaluation of New Jersey’s roadways
within the framework of Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 as
amended; and the amended “Procedures for the Protection of Historic and Cultural Properties”
set forth in 36 CFR 800 (January 2001). It is anticipated that this study will be utilized primarily
by cultural resource professionals during Section 106 compliance procedures for federally
funded highway projects. The study, however, is structured to also provide guidance and
information to a variety of individuals involved in highway projects or interested in roadways as
a historic resource. These may include engineers, planners, review agencies, county and local
representatives, local historical groups, and the general public.

This study focuses on identifying roadways that are significant from a statewide historical
perspective. Evaluated within the context of the state’s roadway development history, those
roadways that were truly important to the overall development of the state were identified as
significant. Locally significant roadways will be those within a regional context. It is not the
intent of this study to identify roads locally significant within a smaller geographic area, such as
a county or municipality.

III. Approach

This study was advanced in three stages (Figure 1). Stage I serves as an overview of New Jersey
highway development history. This overview provided a context for understanding the evolution
of New Jersey’s roadways. Stage II of the study involved refinement of the National Register of
Historic Places Criteria for Significance to be more specific to New Jersey’s roadway
development, based on the information gather in Stage I. These two efforts provided the basis
for Stage III; research to support recommendations of roadways of statewide historical
significance and development of additional tools for the evaluation of integrity of these
roadways.

Although this study was designed to proceed in four phases, the work was not sequential. As
each element progressed, the assumptions reached in the previous task were challenged and
refined as appropriate. In short, the work was collaborative: initial research was undertaken by
the project consultant; recommendations were made to the study team; the individual knowledge
of team members was incorporated; more research was often requested; and the
recommendations of the consultant were refined until consensus by the study team was reached.

Prior to initiating work associated with the primary tasks of the project, the study team spent a
considerable amount of time discussing the goals of the study, taking into consideration the
various perspectives and needs of each of the agencies. Specifically, how would each agency
perceived and use the results of the study; how to address issues that each agency anticipated
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would arise during the study; and theoretical assumptions that needed to be made; among others.
A primary issue that was addressed at this time was defining what the study was about—i.e. what
comprised a “historic road”. The various professional perspectives of the team members
(engineers, project managers, historians, historic preservation professionals, GIS specialists,
archaeologists, etc.) brought considerable knowledge and a variety of perspectives to the
discussion. Because of this, one of the first tasks accomplished was the development of a series
of definitions for terms that would be used for the study (Chapter V). The initial discussions also
precipitated the development of some general principles that would guide the subsequent study.
In particular, for the purposes of this study, it was agreed that the function of a roadway is to
provide a connection between two places. For a roadway to be considered significant to New
Jersey’s development and possibly eligible for listing in the National Register of Historic Places,
it should meet a greater level of importance than simply connecting two destinations. It was also
agreed that innovations in roadway technology are not, in and of themselves, sufficient to confer
significance to a roadway. Specific roadway technologies must be evaluated individually, within
an appropriate context, in order to establish significance. For example, design features such as
circles or cloverleafs implementing principles of design within the highway system would not by
themselves make a roadway significant; however, they may be significant as individual
structures or they may contribute to the significance of a specific roadway.

The results of all three stages of this study are incorporated into this summary report with
technical appendices. The format is intended to allow the user easy access to information
regarding the historical significance of a particular roadway, its historical context, what types of
associated resources can be expected to be found along the roadway, and what design features
are consistent with the historical character of the roadway. It should be noted that to
conclusively establish the eligibility of either a particular roadway or a section of roadway,
additional research, fieldwork and documentation would be required. This report provides the
framework for that work to take place.

The study concludes with general recommendations for the utilization of this information when
evaluating the eligibility of significant roadways or segments of significant roadways during
Section 106 compliance procedures for federally funded highway projects. One element of those
recommendations is the establishment of Programmatic Agreement(s) describing what will
constitute an effect on an eligible roadway by a roadway project. These effect determinations
may be based, in part, on the significance associated with the historic roadway and the scope of
the roadway project being proposed. It may also take into consideration the treatment
implemented as part of the roadway project. It includes agreement on what constitutes a finding
of “No Effect” “No Adverse Effect” (with or without recommended treatments), and “Adverse
Effect”

IV. Methodology

A. Stage I: Develop Historic Overview
Phase 1 of Stage I of the study involved the compilation of a general history of the development
of New Jersey’s transportation system. Research emphasized the evolution of road and highway
development in New Jersey in the context of other forms of transportation; the relationship
between individual routes and their associated built environment; and the factors that historically
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research allowed for the identification of routes that appeared to have some degree of longevity;
and therefore, suggests potential significance.

Information obtained from written documentation and map research efforts were integrated to
develop a preliminary list of potentially significant roadways for each roadway era. The routes
identified as having some importance, as well as a degree of longevity, were mapped using the
“best fit” approach. This involved fitting the historic roadway onto extant roads as they appear
on current maps through a process of comparison and manually overlapping the two roads.

Review of this initial mapping by the study team prompted additional research to address areas
of uncertainty and refine existing information about the locations of historic roadways. The
potentially significant roads were then mapped on current New Jersey base maps using GIS
technology. The research clearly showed that while the routes identified as having historic
importance over time may have been in the same general corridor, the specific locations of New
Jersey’s roadways over time was not static. Often the alignment of an individual road evolved—
curves were straightened, the grades of steep inclines were minimized, awkward intersections
were rebuilt, by-passes constructed, etc. It was clear from the research that the documents
examined for this study provided merely single points in the history of a particular road. Historic
maps especially, show a snapshot of a particular road for a particular period. Alignment changes
over time, however, may be important in defining a road’s period of significance and evaluating
the integrity of an extant resource. Understanding the evolution of a roadway is critical to
placing it within its proper historic context, evaluating the significance of the roadway, defining
a period of significance, and addressing issues of historic integrity.

It is important to note that the methodology as originally envisioned proved problematic.
Initially, it was thought that it would be possible to scan slides of maps into a computer with the
intention of overlaying the digitized versions of the historic maps onto current highway maps. It
was hoped that this would both facilitate identification of significant roadways, based on the
assumption that such roadways would appear on multiple historic maps, and provide the current
location of the significant roadways. It was thought that determining the “precise” location of
historic routes would simply entail identifying the current state, county, and local roads that
corresponded to the routes depicted on the historic maps. Implementation of this methodology,
however, proved more difficult than first imagined.

This became particularly apparent for the two early periods because of the wide variance in the
accuracy of eighteenth and nineteenth-century cartography, and the limited detail provided by
many historic maps from that period. Trying to register the historic maps onto the current map by
means of a series of registration points proved impossible. A revised approach was subsequently
adopted. Slides of historic maps were reviewed in order to determine which roads were
repeatedly depicted. Once a road was depicted on multiple maps, the inference was made that
the road had some permanence. Information obtained from other research was then used to
verify the inference. A list of roadways that existed over a period of time and appeared to be of
more than local significance was then generated. These roads were then mapped on a large scale
New Jersey road map that was then pinned to a wall. Slides of the historic maps were projected
onto the wall immediately adjacent to the road map (with some attempt made to adjust the
projected image so that it was at approximately the same scale as the road map). The route of the
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road as depicted on the historic map was then translated onto a route on the current map. The
level of accuracy for this technique increased if the distance between points – villages, stream
crossings, major crossroads – was relatively small. When available, this information was
crosschecked with historical narrative documentation describing the location of particular roads.

A series of trials were then conducted to evaluate whether this revised methodology provided the
desired level of detail and to determine if further refinements were needed. County atlases
(predominantly dating to the mid-nineteenth century) provided more accurate detail on road
alignments. Maps prepared by the Highway Department’s Jurisdictional Control Office during
the period from 1920-1950 were also used. These maps provide a visual depiction of the route
described in the County road dockets, as well as information on roadway widths. This effort
resulted in reasonably accurate information being transferred (after crosschecking and
verification) to a series of 1:100,000 USGS topographic maps. These maps were then used to
prepare GIS base maps of the historic roadways by time period. These large-scale maps allowed
the study team to pinpoint areas along a specific roadway where there may be alternative
alignments. It was thought that bypassed sections might retain a better state of preservation.
These areas were then subjected to more detailed research to determine, if possible, exactly
where the road was located during its period of significance. This mapping allowed for a list of
potentially significant roadways being identified for each of the designated roadway building
eras. It must be noted, however, that the maps created for each time period shows only a
snapshot in time of a particular roadway and that a road’s alignment may have changed within its
period of significance.

The second element of the Phase I, Stage III study was the development of lists of resources that
might be associated with and contribute to the significance of historic roadways in New Jersey.
Both roadway and roadside elements were considered. The study team defined roadway
elements as being constructed within the right-of-way and being functionally associated with the
roadway system. These elements might include, but would not be limited to bridges, culverts,
curbing, landscaping, tollhouses, milestones, lighting, etc. The study team defined roadside
elements as those items generally constructed or located outside of the right-of-way. These
elements might include features such as motels, gas stations, auto camps, comfort stations,
advertising signage, neighborhoods, etc. Thus features of interest to those evaluating historic
roadways may be either directly or indirectly linked to the roadway itself. The lists represent
common examples of elements that may be associated with roadways from each specific era. The
presence and/or absence of these elements should be considered when evaluating the integrity of
specific roadways and those extant elements must also relate to the roadway’s period of
significance. Not all elements or features would be expected to be represented on all roadways;
however, the road must contain a sufficient number of period elements to convey its significance.

The third element of Phase 1, Stage III involved the identification of thresholds of integrity for
each roadway era. Team members weighed the importance of the presence of various roadway
and roadside elements as identified in the previous effort. A matrix for evaluating integrity based
on the presence or absence of associated resources was then developed. This evaluation matrix
was viewed as a key tool for determining which significant roadways retain sufficient integrity
for eligibility for the National Register of Historic Places.
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Phase 2 – Treatment Guidelines
Phase 2 of the study is intended to address the issue of development of future transportation
projects on eligible segments of significant roadways by developing guidelines to assist the
project designer in making appropriate choices pertinent to the design of a roadway project that
involves or is in close proximity to a historic roadway. It is intended that the design guidelines
be consulted early in the project development process, and that they address roadway and
roadside elements that might be replaced in the course of the project development process.
Using information developed by the NJDOT and its consultants as part of the Department’s
context sensitive design initiative, the consultant considered both standard and creative solutions
to a range of design problems. The appropriateness of each of the solutions proposed for each of
the historic roadway eras was then evaluated. The design guidelines have been published as a
stand alone document.

Phase 3 – Field Verification
In order to evaluate the efficacy of the assumptions made and the integrity matrix developed
during Phase 1 of the study, the consultant and study team conducted field reviews of portions of
a number of roadways which had been identified as having the potential to be significant. The
goal of the effort was to make a visual inspection of the portion of the roadway under
consideration; make an impressionistic evaluation of the National Register eligibility of the
roadway segment; use the lists of roadway and roadside features to conduct an inventory of
contributing elements; and use the integrity matrix to develop a recommendation about integrity
and National Register eligibility. Representative photos demonstrating the types of
decisions/recommendations made were also taken. Based on the results of this effort, it was
decided that the study team should drive the length of at least one roadway proposed as being
eligible in order to observe the constantly changing character of the roadway, and to have
sufficient information to address the question of how much of the roadway must retain integrity
for the segment to be considered eligible. This question is critical to developing implementation
guidelines for the study and evaluating National Register eligibility.

As the result of the field review, it was concluded that, although the results were somewhat
disappointing because only short stretches of bypassed roadways seemed to retain integrity for
the earlier periods, the inventory lists were appropriate and the integrity matrix was useful.
However, additional questions relevant to implementation guidelines were raised for future
consideration. Study team members have subsequently field checked portions of roadways
identified as being significant and possibly eligible for listing in the National Register of Historic
Places as opportunities presented themselves. The results of those efforts are included in
????? ******.

Phase 4 – Programmatic Agreements
In Phase 4 Implementation Guidance was developed to establish general parameters for utilizing
the information gathered in this study when evaluating roadways identified as significant during
Section 106 and 4(f) consultation. This guidance provides recommendations for establishing a
project’s study area, survey intensity, and provides parameters for making decisions concerning
significance, integrity, and National Register eligibility for significant roadways. The NJDOT,
FHWA and NJ HPO, through a Programmatic Agreement, formally adopted this Implementation
Guidance.
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A second element of this phase involved the development of programmatic agreements
describing what types of transportation projects or actions will cause an effect on a National
Register eligible roadway. The goal of this initiative is to introduce predictability into and
streamline both the Section 106 and Section 4(f) compliance processes. It was clearly
recognized that these effect determinations should be based in part on the significance of the
historic road and the scope of the roadway project being proposed. They should also take into
consideration whether treatments developed in accordance with the guidelines contained in this
study [or other appropriate treatments] are incorporated into the project. It included reaching
agreement on what constitutes findings of no historic properties adversely effected, no adverse
effect with conditions [recommended treatments] or adverse effect and codifying that agreement.
The Programmatic Section 4(f) agreement provides a programmatic solution for demonstrating
that there is no feasible and prudent alternative for affecting historic roadways. These
agreements can be found in Appendix ?????xxxx

D. Integrity Criteria
For a roadway to be considered eligible for the National Register, a property must not only be
shown to be significant under the National Register criteria, but it also must have integrity. It
has been generally agreed upon by the study team that sections of a significant roadway that
retain integrity must be of a sufficient length to preserve the character of the roadway. No
standard minimum length or percentage of a roadway, however, has been assigned to evaluating
a road’s integrity. While assigning a specific length was considered, it became apparent that too
many exceptions existed and each roadway needed to be looked at individually for sufficient
length. Variables to be considered when establishing the length of roadway required to retain
integrity include: the significance of the roadway, the topography of the area, the built
environment, and the overall character conveyed by the road and its setting.

The National Register recognizes seven aspects or qualities that, in various combinations, define
integrity: location, design, setting, materials, workmanship, feeling, and association. These
seven aspects were considered for each of the four roadway eras. An integrity matrix was
developed that assigns levels of importance for each integrity criteria for each roadway era. If a
“high” level of significance is assigned to a specific integrity criterion, then that level must be
met in order for the road to retain integrity, and therefore, be considered eligible for the National
Register. It was also decided that if a road’s setting has changed types (i.e. a rural setting is now
urban or suburban) then the level of importance of that integrity criteria becomes “high” and
must be present for a road to retain integrity. For roads that have been determined significant for
multiple eras, that road can only be considered eligible for the National Register for the period(s)
in which it retains integrity. Each roadway era chapter has a discussion of the integrity criteria
that has been establish for that particular era.
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V. Terms

For the purposes of this study, the following terms apply:

Integrity. The ability of the property to convey its significance through surviving character
defining features.

Eligibility. Refers to having significance and maintaining integrity, and thereby meeting the
National Register criteria for evaluation. [36 CFR]

Historic Context. Those patterns or trends in history by which a specific occurrence, property
or site is understood and its meaning (and ultimately significance) within history or prehistory is
made clear. Historic contexts are found at a variety of geographical levels or scales. The
geographic scale selected may relate to a pattern of historical development, a political division,
or a cultural area.

Local Historic Context - a local historic context represents an aspect of the history of a
town, city, county, cultural area, or region, or any portions thereof. A property can be
significant to more than one community or local area, however, without having achieved
State significance.

State Historic Context - properties are evaluated in a State context when they represent an
aspect of the history of the State as a whole. A property that overlaps several State
boundaries can possibly be significant to the State or local history of each of the States.
Such a property is not necessarily of national significance, nor is it necessarily significant
to all the States in which it is located.

National Historic Context - properties are evaluated in a national context when they
represent an aspect of the history of the United States and its territories as a whole. These
national historic contexts may have associated properties that are locally or statewide
significant representations, as well as those of national significance. A property with
national significance helps us understand the history of the nation by illustrating the
nationwide impact of events or persons associated with the property, its architectural type
or style, or information potential. It must be of exceptional value in representing or
illustrating an important theme in the history of the nation.

Region. Refers to an area exhibiting similar history, economy or physiography, which should
extend over state and/or contemporary county boundaries.

Region/Area/Locale. These terms refer to the geographic boundaries of a significant property
type. The terms do not indicate level of significance.

Right of Way. Land acquired for or devoted to transportation purposes.
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Road. A road is a bearing surface for vehicular or pedestrian transportation activity within a
roadway.

Roadway. A strip of land physically altered to accommodate road construction and use, i.e. the
right-of-way through which a road passes.

Roadway Elements. Buildings or structures constructed as a functional element of the roadway
within the right-of-way. (E.g. roadway, bridges, culverts, guide rails, viaducts, drainage control,
designed landscaping, sidewalks, retaining walls, fencing, toll houses, toll gates, milestones,
lighting, roadway signs, picnic areas, weigh stations, scenic overlooks, bus shelters.)

Roadside Features. Buildings and structures generally associated with the use of the roadway
but constructed or located outside of the right-of-way. (e.g. inns/taverns, motels, gas/repair
stations, drive-in theaters, diners, auto camps, auto showrooms, recreational facilities, hot-
dog/hamburger/produce stands, billboards, strip malls.)

Rod. A unit of linear measurement, 5 ½ yards or 16 ½ feet.

Significance. Significance is the importance of a property to the history, architecture,
archaeology, engineering or culture of a community, region, State, or the nation. Significance is
achieved through: 1) association with events, activities, or patterns; 2) association with important
persons; 3) distinctive physical characteristics of design, construction, or form; and/or 4)
potential to yield important information. Furthermore, significance is defined by the area of
history in which the property made important contributions and by the period of time when these
contributions were made.

Transportation. Means of conveyance or travel from one place to another; conveyance of
passengers, goods, and/or materials.

Transportation Corridor. A route along which people and/or goods move by roadways,
waterways (canals or natural bodies of water) and /or rail between population centers industrial,
commercial and/or cultural centers.

VI. Roadways that Span Multiple Eras
Certain roadways may be of historical significance for more than one defined era. If this is the
case then the integrity of the road must be evaluated to take this into consideration. This is
important when identifying character defining features as well as identifying associated features
such as adjacent buildings. Depending on the roadway’s integrity, a road that spans multiple eras
may be eligible for both eras or for just one era.
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VII. Historic Contexts and Significant Roads

A. Early Roads Era (ca. 1621 to ca. 1815)
1. Introduction

The colonial era in New Jersey history began with sporadic settlements of Dutch, Swedes, and
ethnic Finns, during the 1620s and 1630s. English attempts at settlement in New Jersey were also
undertaken, but were less successful. England increased its efforts at colonization, and in 1664
an English naval expedition overthrew Dutch control of New Amsterdam (New York).
Additionally, the English took control of other Dutch settlements along the lower Delaware
River, centered near New Castle, Delaware and Gloucester, New Jersey.1

Transportation routes were generally restricted to waterways for long distances and the use of
trails, which would have been little more than paths, for shorter distances. The landscape, as first
encountered by the Europeans in the 1620's, was most likely composed of an open forest.
During New Jersey’s first century of settlement, residents most likely focused much of their
energies on improving their property by building homes and clearing land for agriculture, not
improving roads. Road construction was not a priority and many residents during the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries used water routes as their primary means of transportation.
Most roads during this period carried local traffic and functioned primarily as a means to get to
water transportation for longer trips or to local mills

Each town tended to have its own network of local roads that radiated out from it to the dispersed
farmsteads. While connecting roads between towns were common, roads that connected several
towns were not. Improvements made to roads during this period were few and isolated.
Generally they consisted of rudimentary improvements focusing on making roads passable.
Improvements to roads during subsequent eras frequently consisted not only of reconstruction
and widening, but also realignment, as the ability to manipulate the landscape through the
development of and the improvement of construction equipment increased.

2. Early Roads Era Historic Context
a) Background

Initial colonization, ca.1624-1664 (prior to English control), resulted in little more than a thin
veneer of probably less than 1,000 total population scattered in two general areas, the Delaware
River Valley in the south, and the area opposite New Amsterdam in the north. These initial
settlements served as the precursor to the bi-directional character of the state that still exists
today, with the focus toward New York in the north, and similarly, the emphasis toward
Philadelphia in the south. The initial wave of Dutch, Swedish, and English colonists in the mid-
seventeenth century selected choice properties along navigable waterways where they had ready
access to water transportation. Travel by water was the dominant method of transportation in
colonial New Jersey. Overland transportation, when undertaken, was accomplished on narrow
paths. Paths were commonly between twelve and eighteen inches wide and reflected the most

1 Federal Writer’s Project (NJ), The WPA Guide to 1930’s New Jersey, (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press,
1986), 35-37; Richard B. Morris (ed.), Encyclopedia of American History, (New York: Harper & Brothers Publishers, 1953), 42-
45.
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direct and feasible routes between European settlements, watercourses, and landings. Many
paths functioned as portages, connecting navigable bodies of water.2

Some of the paths used by settlers may have been adapted (in whole or in part) from existing
Native American trails or paths.3 Native American trails, however, were not formally designed
or laid out, and did not function in the same way or necessarily lead to the same destinations
desired by early European settlers. Additionally, these Native American paths were generally not
meant to handle either animal or wheeled traffic. It is doubtful that a colonial era road
corresponded for any appreciable distance to an earlier "Indian trail". Native American origins,
destinations, waypoints, and best route would have differed radically from later European
concepts, making any adoption of an earlier trail most unlikely. Colonial settlers probably
adapted Native American trails only where it coincided with proposed road. This most likely
occurred at fords, passes, or on high ground through swampy areas.

A path by its very nature is much less planned than a road. A path follows a general direction to
a general or specific destination, but it tends to be planned along a "line of sight", that is, the
actual course followed tends to be the easiest course to the next visible point, and so on. This
immediate or short view may actually end up being longer and more difficult than a course that
considered the entire journey. Roads, on the other hand, when taking into consideration the
overall journey, attempted to cross short distances reducing the total distance, or minimizing
total travel "costs" of time and energy. To a large extent, however, road alignment was dictated
by the landscape. Steep inclines, marshy areas, as well as other natural features often influenced
the location of a route between two points.

Long through routes probably did not exist in New Jersey, prior to English settlement. Despite
some claims dating the “Old Mine Road” back to the years of Dutch rule, use of that particular
road has not been clearly identified prior to the eighteenth century. The movement of several
hundred Dutch troops in 1651 from New Amsterdam down to an area opposite Fort Christina
(Wilmington, DE), as part of the first invasion of the Swedish colony by the Dutch, occurred as a
two pronged effort, with troops marching overland and meeting a small flotilla on the Delaware.
Stuyvesant’s route is unrecorded, and it is unclear from the records exactly how long this march
took. When Stuyvesant repeated the same invasion during the final takeover of the Swedish
colony four years later, he decided to move the entire force by ship, which may reflect upon the
difficulty of overland travel or the unsuitability of existing paths.

European settlement increased after the English consolidated rule over New Jersey in 1664. The
initial wave of new settlers arrived not from England, but from New England, and attempted to
set up the typical New England pattern of small towns with surrounding fields. During the first
decade of settlement, various events in England, and the temporary recapture of the area by the
Dutch, resulted in confusion over the ownership of the area and resulted in the division of the
colony into two separate entities, referred to as East Jersey and West Jersey. By the 1680's
control of the colony had passed from the original grantees to consortiums of religious and ethnic
groups, who sought to establish a new homeland for their particular groups in East and West

2J. L. Ringwalt, Development of Transportation Systems in the United States, (New York: John Reprint Company, 1966,
original 888), 25.
3 Although prehistoric roads did exist in North America, there is no evidence that one ever existed within New Jersey.
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Jersey. Dispersed settlement, consisting of a few towns and mostly isolated farmsteads became
the overall pattern of land division. During the period of initial settlement, the prevailing
concept was that travel by water was the easiest, if not the preferred, method of transportation.
This, among other reasons, resulted in a high valuation of waterfront property. In response to
this, and other factors, a land division pattern of long lots with narrow frontages on waterways
adopted. Although this was the ideal, due to poor surveys, indifferent enforcement, and
individual influence often resulted in the ideal pattern being ignored. The dispersed nature of
settlement resulted in the need for roads to connect not only the towns to each other, but also the
individual farms to the towns. A general trend of dividing larger land parcels into smaller farm
tracts also led to the need for more roads to access the growing numbers of smaller farmsteads.
Generally, this resulted in the establishment of many road fragments, rather than longer routes.

The early colonial governments (both East and West Jersey had separate governments prior to
the partial unification achieved by the transition to a royal colony in 1702) quickly established
that for the most part, roads were to be the responsibility of the individual counties. Each county
was to appoint several commissioners to oversee the “laying out of public roads”. The exact
number of commissioners varied from county to county. Three commissioners had to agree to
the alignment of any major road, and two for any smaller road of two rods (thirty-three feet)
width or smaller. Later this was changed to an appointment of two surveyors for each town or
district. Their primary responsibility was to survey a road’s location. Care was to be taken to
limit the inconvenience to adjacent property owners, and roads were often laid out along
property boundaries. This tended to increase travel distances, and there was a marked tendency
to remove these “kinks” as time progressed. Occasionally roads were laid out to cause direct
harm to political foes, which resulted in specific legislation to limit realignment of larger roads
(of four or six rods in width, or so-called “Kings Highways”) to the direct action of the colonial
assembly.4

County road boards had the authority to layout new roads and set rates and taxes to fund
construction and maintenance.5 There were two major classes of exceptions to the general rule
that roads were to be the responsibility of the individual counties. The first class was major
roads that connected the more important towns of the colonies. These roads usually stretched
between several counties and required some “centralized” planning. Several laws were passed
relating to oversight and upkeep responsibilities for these roads. Examples of such include two
roads mandated by the colonial government in the 1680s, the Burlington–Salem Road and the
Burlington–Perth Amboy Road. A second class of roads that the colonial assembly sometimes
addressed was those roads that, for some reason, were difficult or expensive to build or maintain.
Thus the colonial assembly occasionally dealt with bridges or short stretches of road that went
through a swamp, over a mountain, or crossed particularly difficult terrain. Such projects, due to
their difficulty, were beyond the assets of a particular county to deal with, and often became the
focus of the central colonial government. This latter type of involvement would not necessarily
confer significance to a roadway. Although most major roads through the state were laid out
with a 66 or 99-foot right of way (ROW), this width was rarely actually constructed and the
constructed roadways remained narrow, except for those sections that went through a town.

4 New Jersey State Archives, Third Series, Vols. 2-5. (COMPLETE?)
5Lane, From Indian Trail to Iron Horse, 34-35.
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Several colonial era laws dealt specifically to the problems of “encroachment,” or the
construction of private structures, especially fences, within the laid out road width.

Following the unification of East and West Jersey in 1702, Governor Hunter signed an act
requiring towns to select surveyors of highways, a position that held similar responsibilities to
the earlier road boards. The appointment of surveyors, however, did little to encourage road
construction in the state. Several decades later, road conditions had not appreciably improved,
and the new governor passed a revised law specifying stricter requirements for surveyors and
compelling them to inspect all roads in their jurisdiction every two months.6 Nevertheless,
without funds or labor available for making road improvements, inspection requirements proved
meaningless.

As the demand for overland routes increased, pre-existing paths, the existing topography, as well
as property lines, often dictated the alignment of early roads. Routes were often unnecessarily
long, winding around large farms rather than passing through them along a direct route. County
and Town surveyors technically had the right to take land for road building and improvement
purposes, and tacit agreements existed for compensation in such circumstances.7 Few surveyors,
however, were interested in angering their neighbors in order to straighten out a route by laying
it through their fields. Historian Caroline MacGill observed that early roads were "built not so
much on mathematical as on social principles; that is, instead of being located on the best and
shortest routes, they were too much subordinated to local and individual interests, which often
resulted in bad locations and in long, indirect, and devious routes."8 Topography, and the
difficulty of manipulating it with existing machinery, also influenced the location and route of
roadways.

According to Dunbar's A History of Travel in America, the creation of corduroy roads often
represented the first phase of highway improvement. Minor problems in dry, generally stable
sections of road could be solved by filling chuckholes and ruts with saplings or cut logs.9
Swamps, marshes, and areas prone to flooding, however, often required the creation of a full-
fledged corduroy road. This construction method involved laying logs, cut in ten to twelve-foot
lengths, parallel to one another along the route. Road builders covered the logs with a layer of
dirt between two and three inches thick, creating a passable but extremely bumpy road surface.10

The construction of corduroy roads was later exploited during the Turnpike Era.

The combination of an accommodating topography and location led to the development of the
New York to Trenton route as an important transportation corridor as early as the beginning of
the eighteenth century. Benjamin Franklin, as the Postmaster General of the colonies,
encouraged the creation of a few good through routes to carry intercolonial traffic (the mail, for
example). Intercolony traffic, however, still tended to prefer water routes, even if such trips
were of several days duration, and resulted in longer distances traveled. The lateness of the

6Ibid., 37.
7Wheaton Lane, From Indian Trail to Iron Horse (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1939), 37.
8MacGill, et al., History of Transportation in the United States Before 1860 (Washington, DC: The Carnegie Institution of

Washington, 1917), 53.
9Alice Morse Earle, Stage Coach Days (New York: Dover Publications, 1969), 227.
10Seymore Dunbar, A History of Travel in America, vol. I (Indianapolis, IN: The Bobbs Merill Company, 1915), 195.
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general development of the northwestern section of the state is directly related to that region’s
lack of good water routes. In contrast, the direct route between New York and Trenton lies on
the northern limits of the outer coastal plain, where the flat, coastal topography transitions to the
hilly piedmont. In addition, Trenton is located at the head of navigation of the Delaware River,
thus allowing for a connection to water transportation to Philadelphia. The so-called “falls of the
Delaware,” located at Trenton, represents an almost impassible hazard to river navigation.
Traffic headed overland toward Philadelphia typically followed the river on roads located on
either the New Jersey or Pennsylvania side. The establishment of Trent’s Ferry after 1726
facilitated the river crossing at this location.

With few exceptions, roads were generally of a short distance, connecting a locale with a specific
central destination, whether it was town, mill, navigable watercourse, or other road. Longer
roads that connected destinations of some distance, especially between counties, were less
common. Roads that connected to other colonies, or major population centers, serving mainly
“through” traffic, constituted a very small percentage of the planned road system. Each town
tended to have its own network of local roads that radiated out from it to the dispersed
farmsteads. While connecting roads between towns were common, roads that connected several
towns were few. Those farms located on waterways frequently had landings, and such
improvements were usually noted in the sale advertisements of the period. Such landings
frequently serviced other nearby farms that had no access to water routes, and prosperous
farmers invested in small boats to tap the additional business available.

Several longer distance routes appeared across the lower half of the state from the Delaware
River to the coast during the late eighteenth century. Their development may relate to owners
attempting to avoid payment of duty/taxes on the transportation of goods across the state. These
roads were probably not planned or laid out by the counties involved, nor did they necessarily
connect specific towns. Maps of the period, such as Faden, 1778, however, show these roads
and also indicate that prominent taverns, or halfway stops, occurred along these routes, attesting
to their usage.

Other “unofficial” roads were also laid out, some by private groups or companies. Some of the
many iron complexes in both the northern and southern parts of the state established roads not
only to shipping points or potential markets, but also to access raw materials. These and other
travelways occasionally became formalized as roads, through county recognition.

New Jersey colonists concentrated on improving their land during this first century of settlement.
Road construction was not a priority, and most residents were content to use water routes or the
established paths well into the eighteenth century. According to Durrenberger, "Few roads of
more than local significance existed prior to the eighteenth century and conditions improved very
slowly during the remainder of the colonial period."11

Road conditions remained primitive throughout most of the eighteenth century. New Jersey
residents did not often travel, and usually confined their excursions to the winter season. During
the warm months of the year, most citizens had agricultural responsibilities that precluded any

11 Joseph Durrenberger, Turnpikes: A Study of the Toll Road Movement in the Middle Atlantic States and Maryland
(Valdosta, GA: Southern Stationary and Printing, 1931), 9.
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thoughts of a journey. In addition, spring thaws and summer rains transformed many semi-
passable routes into impassable morasses. In northern portions of New Jersey farmers welcomed
winter's consistently cold temperatures. During the winter season, local streams froze, creating
highways of ice upon which farmers could run their sleighs. Sleighs on frozen streams made
much better time than wagons on overland routes and were commonly used as early as 1700.12

After the harvest, farmers often used the opportunity to take home-produced commodities, such
as cider and cheese, to market for sale.13

A concentration of stagecoach routes developed through the "waist" of New Jersey between New
York and Philadelphia in the mid to late-eighteenth century. This journey generally involved
three legs: first, water passage from Manhattan to a point in northern New Jersey near the
Raritan River; second, a stagecoach leg across the state to Trenton or another port on the
Delaware; and third, a trip by boat down river to Philadelphia.14 Local stage routes radiating
from mid-size towns like Cooper's Ferry (Camden) and Powles Hook developed considerably
more slowly.15 Many roads led out of major cities like New York and Philadelphia, but less-
populous areas remained "dependent on the pole-boat, saddle-horse, and pack-train."16

Early stage traffic was typified by sporadic schedules, reliance on intermittent ferry service, and
frequent breakdowns or delays caused by the poor conditions of the roads. After the 1760's, a
few stage lines billed their faster vehicles as “Flying Machines,” emphasizing rapid transport,
although such claims could be considered hyperbole. Travel from Philadelphia to New York still
took at least two days to traverse the hundred miles. This, however, constituted a major
improvement over the typical three-day trip that travelers had to experience during the first half
of the eighteenth century.

Despite the growth of stage traffic, movement of large groups of people or large volumes of
goods often remained over water, wherever possible. Transportation between areas of the state,
especially for bulk goods, generally remained by water during this period. However, individual
travel, as well as the mail, continued to utilize the expanding road system in ever increasing
numbers during the later part of this era. Movement of farm goods to market also took
increasing advantage of the expanding road system, especially over shorter distances, such as to
mills or local markets.

In addition to the poor quality of the roadbed, few streams were bridged in the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries. While bridges of short spans were constructed, using stone or wood, longer
spans were rarely attempted. If a waterway could not be forded, and was too wide to be easily
spanned, colonials had to resort to ferries.17 Ferries facilitated movement across the state's large
rivers, for which the cost (in terms of materials and expertise) of constructing permanent bridges
was prohibitive. By the time of the Revolution, twenty-two ferries operated on the Delaware

12Dunbar, A History of Travel in America, vol. I, 49.
13Ibid., 48.
14George Rogers Taylor, The Transportation Revolution 1815-1860, vol. 4 in The Economic History of the United States

(White Plains, NY: M. E. Sharpe, 1951), 58.
15Lane, From Indian Trail to Iron Horse, 91.
16Dunbar, A History of Travel in America, vol. I, 201.
17Ibid., 46.
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River north of Trenton and fifteen south of that point.18 Ferrymen possessed relatively high
standards of living. Most owned large tracts of property around their ferry landings, and many
ran inns or stage lines to supplement their income.19

Despite slight improvements in road construction and vehicular design, transportation costs for
goods in colonial New Jersey remained extremely high. Shortly after the Revolutionary War,
transportation costs equaled production costs and acted to restrict inland trade.20 Overland
shipment of manufactured or processed goods to New Jersey's interior regions was generally
cost-prohibitive. Consequently, many farming families remained self-sufficient. Residents
relied on a few short distance roads for passage to and from local saw and gristmills. Essentially,
their farms functioned as independent economic entities, with families utilizing local resources to
meet their daily needs.21

Moreover, British mercantile policies were developed to discourage colonial manufacture, which
placed additional limitations on intra-state trade. This policy did not encourage the expansion of
road systems between mid-size towns, since goods were generally not to be transported between
those locations prior to the Revolution. With the exception of the New York to Philadelphia
routes, road systems remained decentralized and local in nature through the eighteenth century.22

The high overland transportation costs noted above provided an incentive for shifting to water
transportation as quickly as feasible on any given route.23 In the eighteenth century, this proved
advantageous to secondary port towns, like Perth Amboy, Burlington, and Salem, because they
were able to effectively compete for freight shipments and develop their own foreign trade.
Local systems of overland routes arose to serve these areas. Philadelphia and New York,
however, finally overshadowed these mid-size ports by the close of the Revolution.24

Roads constructed primarily to serve military purposes seem not to have been built in New
Jersey during this period. After 1700, the general lack of establishment of forts or trading posts
within the state negated the requirement for such a class of road. Roads in New Jersey tended to
follow settlement, not to predate and encourage such settlement. During the French and Indian
War, when a series of five military barracks was constructed within the state to house troops,
these barracks were located within existing towns, and new routes were not needed. The
Revolutionary War and War of 1812 also saw the utilization of the existing road system, and
included little improvements made to the roads themselves.

18Lane, From Indian Trail to Iron Horse, 44.
19Ibid., 45.
20New Jersey State Highway Department Bureau of Public Information, Development of the New Jersey Highway System, 4.
21Cornelius C. Vermeule, "Early Transportation In and About New Jersey," Proceedings of the New Jersey Historical Society

9, no. 2 (April 1924): 111.
22 Kise Franks & Straw, “Overview History of New Jersey Highway Development,” July 1997. On file with the State of New
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24Lane, From Indian Trail to Iron Horse, 50.
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After the Revolution, federal attitudes about transportation followed the lead established during
the colonial era. Decentralization and a laissez-faire approach characterized road improvement
policy at the state and national levels. In 1807, Albert Gallatin, then Secretary of the Treasury,
lobbied the federal government to sponsor a comprehensive national transportation system.25

The constitutionality of providing federal funding for an internal improvement was seriously
questioned, however, and eventually Gallatin's plan was dropped entirely. With the exception of
the Cumberland Road, which connected the Ohio Valley with the eastern seaboard and was
authorized in 1806, the federal government did not put money into roads throughout the
nineteenth century.26

Road conditions, however, became a major national concern during the War of 1812. British
coastal blockades obliged American forces to rely on existing overland travel routes during the
conflict. The generally poor quality and decentralized character of these roadways severely
hampered troop and supply movement.27 The poor condition of these roads worsened due to their
extensive use during the war.

b) Nature of Colonial Era Traffic
Much of the colonial era traffic consisted of either foot travel or horseback. Wagons and stages
for long distance travel were less common than boats and other shallow draft vessels. Wheeled
traffic tended to be either passenger or light loads. Freight wagons, although available, were
fairly uncommon due to total costs associated with overland travel. Stagecoaches, emphasizing
speed, and freight wagons, emphasizing capacity, became more common towards the end of the
era. However, the design of wagon wheels helped to exacerbate the poor conditions of the roads,
as the narrow wheels tended to rut up even the best of roads in a short period of time. During
this era, stage traffic increased its frequency from bi-weekly to almost daily scheduling.

c) Colonial Era Road Technology
The early Colonial concept of a road centered around a travelway, either planned or adopted, that
could be used by the general public or a specific group. Colonial practice in New Jersey was to
designate a route, surveyed out as a centerline. This centerline following a specified direction
for a set distance, comprising a single leg. Most roads consisted of a series of many such legs.
Each road was thus legally described, and consisted of the basic centerline route, and a specified
width, measured in rods (1 rod = 16.5 feet). The actual travelway usually consisted of a much
narrower course within the formal road, winding between the two edges, as travelers tended to
shift to "better ground". Such travelways had to accommodate pedestrian, animal, and wheeled
traffic, each with its own special design requirements. An important consideration in designating
a historic route as a road is contemporary description, i.e., if a route was referred to as a road
during this period, it probably was a road. Trails and paths are mentioned in early accounts, but
are never legally described.

25Charles L. Dearing, American Highway Policy (Washington, DC: Brookings Institution, 1941), 32.
26W. Stull Holt, The Bureau of Public Roads: Its History, Activities, and Organization (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins
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