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HISTORICAL & PRESERVATION
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President's Message by Brian Armstrong

The first Sunday in March, I was working at the museum when a 90 year old former
resident of South River came to visit the museum with her daughter. As we began
to talk I realized that she was a former resident of the Tanner’s corner neighborhood
where some of my family lived. I mentioned that I was an Armstrong and she re-
called that she had visited the house at 274 Main Street where my grandfather’s
brother, David Armstrong, lived.

She was friends with his daughter, Ruth Armstrong. She recalled that Ruth had a
wonderful playroom in her house. Because Ruth’s father suffered from tuberculosis, |
she didn’t have many friends visit her house. The woman was amazed that her
mother had allowed her to play at the house as a girl. She said that David Arm-
strong was confined to a downstairs room and would only move a few times a day to
use the bathroom. As a kid I had learned about my grandfather’s brother’s illness
but it was always very abstract and suddenly I was speaking to someone who had
visited the house and saw the situation through the eyes of a child. David would succumb to his illness in
1927 and Ruth and her mother would leave South River to return to her mother’s home town of Wilkes-Barre,
PA shortly after his death. The former resident would never see her friend Ruth again.

The former resident continued to look at various things in the museum and then I brought out our copy of her
yearbook (1937) which she enjoyed looking at. She looked at various pictures of students and faculty recalling
stories of her high school days. She said that earlier that day she had met with Martin Dux from South River
and shared stories with him for a few hours. I left the museum that day realizing why I enjoy being a museum
docent so much. I get the opportunity to help people remember the past of South River and they share their
stories with me. This adds to my understanding of what really happened in their lives, which cannot be derived
from newspaper stories and census facts. So I encourage people to visit the museum and members to partici-
pate as docents. It’s a great experience that you will never regret.

Unexpected discovery unearthed offers glimpse into South River’s past by Michael Psenechnuk

At the 2010 Annual Meeting, SRHP&S president Brian Armstrong spoke to the members whose families date
back several generations in South River. He suggested that those who live in
houses which date to the late 1800s might find it interesting to learn about the
history of their homes, and provided advice on how to do so. Although the
house I presently live in is quite new, and there is no real history to look up,
the program was very interesting. Later I began to think about what history
there may be in my neighborhood. Even if one’s home is not old, the town of
South River certainly is. Although there are no old buildings in my immediate
neighborhood, the same earth has always been there.

Over the past few years, I have found a number of coins in the area dating back to the early 1800s.

Continued on Page 3
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One Hundred Years ago in South River

Special Acknowledgements,

February 2011-March 2011 The Imperial Band and will give a concert in the borough
hall tomorrow night. Vocal and instrumental music and
CONTRIBUTORS: moving pictures have been arranged for and the

Anthony & Alice Agnone programme promises to be a very interesting and enter-
Jeanmarie Ruch taining one. They have secured the moving picture reel

June Sicknick Whetstone entitled, "The Runaway Train," which was taken at the

Raritan Railroad Station at this place last fall. Allgair’s

Judith Smith with a matching gift from : )
orchestra will be in attendance.

Johnson & Johnson

Joann Czapkowski by Frank Czapkowski

SRH&PS on Facebook!

CONTRIBUTIONS IN MEMORY OF:
Contributions in Memory of:
Corrine Cebula by Warren K. Booraem
Walter Schmitt by Warren K. Booraem

Next time you log on to www.facebook.com, please con-
sider taking a moment to ‘Like’ our SRH&PS page!
‘Liking’ our page will expand the number of people who
know about the Society!




Coin, Cont’d from Page 1

These were not very exciting, because they were simply general one-, two-, and three-cent coins in poor to fair
condition after being in the ground for who knows how long. Of course, the coins were of no great monetary
value today, although they had held greater financial purchasing value when they were originally minted.

But one day, a friend and I accidentally found a coin of great interest. It was a US 1836 five-dollar gold coin.
This coin generated great interest among all those who saw it, and we wondered how long it had been lying
there in the ground and why. Many curiosities arise when questioning why were old coins found in that loca-
tion. Men might have lost coins due to holes in saddle bags, carrying sacks, or their pockets, etc. Perhaps the
gold coin was lost by someone returning to get his horse or wagon from the blacksmith shop after visiting one
of the local South River taverns. Or perhaps, someone may have lost it when he was returning to make pay-
ment and obtain his horse or wagon. Or maybe he simply lost it while walking through the field of grass on
his way to the blacksmith shop. It could have been lying there in the grass, slowly being covered and sinking
into the ground, for possibly some 170 years or more. It makes one also wonder, who might have been the
very last person to hold that coin so many decades ago?

This is where some historical facts regarding South River came to light through this found coin. Many older
neighbors and some members of the South River Historical & Preservation Society stated that they remember
when construction workers were working in that area of town decades ago. The workers came across finds
located just beyond present day Heritage Drive and Whitehead Avenue, which were examined and declared to
belong to a family who lived there in the late 1700s and early 1800s. That area may still hold a history that is
unknown to many who live in South River today. The family not only lived there, but they also owned a
blacksmith shop, which is said to have burned down a few decades prior to the Civil War. What happened to
the family is unknown, but according to records, the blacksmith shop was not rebuilt. Since it was mainly
made of wood, after some time the remains of the shop deteriorated and eventually vanished. The property
was once again a field until the middle and latter part of the last century.

Like with old treasure maps indicating the location of buried caches and trunks of great fortune, time changes
many things. The exact site locations of the blacksmith shop, family dwelling and barn or other buildings are
basically unknown. We may know of its historical existence through other written text but there may be no
known maps from that era showing where the blacksmith shop and home were actually located. Many old
landmarks such as the large old tree, the ravine or the large rock may also no longer exist. Even many original
dirt roads may no longer exist or those dirt roads may not even follow the exact route today that they did be-
fore they became paved roads by the end of the 1800s and early 1900s. The location of the building may have
been lost in time, but the presence of artifacts uncovered in the area give us an insight into the buried past his-
tory of our town. There may be many land sites here in South River that have interesting histories that are still
basically unknown to most people who live here today.

Another coin of historical interest was also found at a later time near the same area, and it possibly shows how
South River may have been a small business center, and perhaps attracted visitors from many areas of the
world years ago. It was an Eastern European penny (Austria Kreuzer coin) dated 1885. This coin could have
been lost by a man who went on a business trip to Eastern Europe and brought it back home to South River,
eventually losing it once he returned home.

However, since South River back then was a business town with many small factories and manufacturing
companies, another possibility is that a businessman came to America and South River on business from East-
ern Europe, most likely from Austria-Hungary, the Habsburg Empire, and lost the coin. Or perhaps it might
have been lost by someone who moved to America from a section of Eastern Europe and settled in South
River. At the September meeting, Mr. Armstrong called for members to bring in old family antiques and arti-
cles of historical significance relating to their own homes in South River for the last meeting of the year for a
“show and tell presentation.” Through my findings, I was able to show and share that although the landscape
has changed, there are remnants remaining of a long history in South River.




The Lost Factory on Water Street — By Brian Armstrong

From 1902 until the devastating fire of 1926, a three story factory stood at the corner of Water Street and the
Causeway (now the site of Eagle Tire Service). This factory directly provided jobs and financial benefit to the
community for over 20 years in the industries that included embroidery, lingerie, cigars, chemicals, and rubber
products. The building’s location along the main road linking South River to Sayreville was also a reminder
to the traveler of South River’s industrial strength.

The origin of the building goes back to the 1890s when Alois Bohi Sr. was part of a group of Swiss embroid-
erers who immigrated to America to work for the Herman-Aukam Company. As embroidery factory machin-
ery changed in the 1890s, several operators were encouraged to open their own factories using the automatic
machines. In 1902 Alois Bohi Sr. built his own factory on Water Street. It had three stories with floor dimen-
sions of 130 by 30 feet and was flooded with sunlight through its 127 windows.

The completion of the factory started the second phase for the garment industry in South River that was domi-
nated by smaller factories owned by various Swiss tradesmen. Alois Bohi Sr. trained his sons in the
“embroidery art”, and later each one owned and operated one of the eight Bohi factories in South River. This
trend was the reverse of the brick/clay industry which went from smaller suppliers to larger corporate busi-
nesses.

Alois Bohi’s son, Otto, went into business with his son-in-law, Joseph Lunepp (husband of Lena Bohi), a few
years after his father completed the factory. They may have used part of the factory on Water Street for their
business, Bohi & Lunepp. In 1909, they dissolved their business and Joseph Lunepp joined Otto Mendle and
formed Mendle-Lunepp. Their first act was to build the more famous Mendle-Lunepp factory on Division
Street which survives today. Sometime before 1913, Mendle-Lunepp bought Alois Bohi St’s factory on Wa-
ter Street after he built a new factory next to it at the intersection of Water and Martin.

The Causeway and Water Street factory became very active during this period of time and was critical in
Mendle-Lunepp plans to handle additional volume of French lingerie - underwear. Newspaper accounts of the
time show job ads for staff at the Water Street factory including girls to learn art embroidery, operators on
plain sewing machines, hemstitchers, people to do scalloping and trimming at home, experienced examiners
and sewers of lingerie underwear, and a “bright boy” to do typewriting and general office work. Strikes af-
fected both Mendle-Lunepp Co. factories during this time period. In 1914, the embroidery stitchers at the
Mendle-Lunepp Embroidery Works on the corner of Causeway and Water Streets walked out when they were
told that there would be a cut in their wages. After a few days they quickly resumed work after they reached a
new agreement with management. Most of the workers in the factory were women. In 1914, Lunepp pur-
chased Mendle’s shares of the company and became the sole owner. During this time period, Lunepp ex-
panded the factories on Division and Water Street. He bought more machinery and manufactured pillow-cases
and bed linen under the name of “Ami French Lingerie Company.” Employment rose to 500 operators from
South River and Sayreville.

By 1916, Lunepp decided he no longer needed the additional capacity of this factory and in the summer of
1916, leased it to the Porto Rican American Cigar Company (PRACC). The building was remodeled to meet
all the requirements of the cigar business and additional work space was added to the rear of the building. The
factory output was 100,000 cigars a day and had a seating capacity for 600 although only 215 employees
worked in the factory in 1916. The capacity of the plant was thirty-two million cigars a year and the com-
pany had distributors in every city in the United States. Due to the dependence of the safe transportation of the
tobacco from Puerto Rico, the declaration of war by the US in March 1917 brought an end to the PRACC
presence in South River. At the time of the 1917 Sanborn map, the factory was closed and appeared signifi-
cantly larger then that shown on the 1904 and 1910 maps, likely due to the expanded facilities that had been
added to the rear of the factory.

Continued on Page 5




Lost Factory, Cont’d from Page 4

In 1918, the vacant factory was rented by the Boards of Health and
converted into an emergency hospital to handle the flu pandemic with
a motto “they must get well”. The emergency hospital, supervised by
Red Cross physicians and nurses, was laid out in wards, two rooms
being assigned for children, two rooms for men and two rooms for
women patients. Within two days after the first patient had been ad-
mitted, over 200 seriously ill patients were receiving medical treat-
ment that they were unable to receive from their family physicians.
During the period the hospital was maintained, eight hundred patients
were treated, eight persons died and two babies were born.

By 1923, the building was again active as a factory. The Rubber Ser-
vices Company factory and the R.T. Vanderbilt Chemical Laboratory
(part of the first floor) were the tenants of the building. R.T. Vander-
bilt, which was founded in 1916, still exists today manufacturing rub-
ber and numerous other chemicals for the adhesives, agriculture, ce-
ramics, cosmetics, paper, and petroleum industries. In 1924, Arm-
strong Motor Sales Corporation purchased the factory and land after
Joseph Lunepp’s death on December 20, 1923. The factory on Divi-
sion Street continued to be managed by Mrs. Lunepp until 1930.
Armstrong Sales Corporation used the first floor space in the Water
Street factory to store and repair cars.

The second and third floor was leased to manufacturers. On March
27, 1926, the Water Street factory occupied by Armstrong Motor
Sales Corporation and the South River Manufacturing Company was
destroyed in a six hour blaze. One hundred women and 25 men em-
ployed by the manufacturing company which occupied the second
and third floor for the manufacturing of trousers were thrown out of
work. Twenty-five automobiles stored on the first floor were de-
stroyed. The insurance claim for the damage was $150,000.

Harold Armstrong Jr. provided the following account of the fire:
“Armstrong Sales used to store cars in a place. In fact they had their
first repair shop there before they built the facility on the Causeway.
One night at quitting time the 25 year old mechanic, Julius Furslew
came to my father (Harold Armstrong Sr.) and said I’'m taking my
tools home tonight I think there is going to be a problem. And sure
enough that night the place went up and I can remember we lived in
Sayreville at the time and I could hear the cars exploding yet and the
fire was that great. Why did it burn?...famous lightning. Never been
proved. Big to do about it in the papers and everything else.” In the
early 1930s, the ruins of the old factory were removed and Arm-
strong Motor Sales Corporation built a new dealership building on
the site and moved from their location on Main Street to the more
desirable location on the causeway road to Sayreville. Armstrong
Motor Sales Corporation would remain at this location until the
1970s when the business and building were sold. Eagle Tire Service
is the current business in the building.

SRH&PS GIFT SHOP

2011 SRH&PS
Calendar - $8.00
Previous years also
available - $6.00

Old School Bap-
tist Church print by Joseph Csa-
tari - $25.00

Numbered limited edition print 13” x
15 %, unframed, includes brief biog-
raphy of the artist and history of the
Old School Baptist Church building.

Commemorative 200™ Anniversary
Old School Baptist Church Medal-
lion Ornament (South River Mu-
seum) - $10.00

Old School Baptist Church Post-
card — Set of 3
postcards, $1.00
Features an 1894
photo of the OSBC
(now the South
River Museum).

Commemorative Book Celebrating
South River's 275" Anniversary,
1720-1995 - $10.00

Over 90 pages of text & photos.

Wooden Plaque of the Old School
Baptist Church - $10.00

Made from timber from the original
portico columns.

Old School Baptist Church Note
Cards with Envelopes - Set of 5
cards, $2.50; set of 10 cards, $4.00
Features an early photo of the OSBC.

SRH&PS Hat - $5.00
Blue with white lettering and a picture
of the Old School Baptist Church.

Lapel Pin - $5.00
Collectible pin com-
memorating the South
River Museum - Old
School Baptist Church
[size- 7/8 inch]

Note: Prices do not include postage.
Please visit our website (see back
page) for additional items.
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Old School Baptist Church Cemetery Conservation Program Donation Form

Name:
Address:

City, State, ZIP Code:
Phone (Optional):
Email (Optional):
Amount of donation:
Please make checks payable to the South River Historical & Preservation Society, Inc. and send them
with the form to: SRH&PS, Inc.

P.O. Box 446

South River, NJ 08882
(If you would like to make a memorial donation, please add the information to the back of the form.)

South River Historical & Preservation Society Calendar

2011 Meetings: April 27 June 22 September 21
April 27: 'Tis Death to Counterfeit' - Ray Williams will give a presentation on the topic of colonial pa-
per money. Mr Williams collects, researches, and writes about the early coins of America. He recently
completed a ten year term as president of the Colonial Coin Collectors Club and is active in national,
state, and local numismatic organizations.

The meeting will convene at 7:00 p.m. at the South River Museum — Old School Baptist Church, 64-66
Main Street, South River. Light refreshments will be served.

The Museum is also open to the general public from 1:30 until 3:30 p.m. on the first Sunday of each month
(second Sunday if the first is a holiday): May 1 June 5 July 10 August 7

2011 SRH&PS Membership Application Form

Please check one: || New [ ] Renewal [ Gift (from ) | ANNUAL DUES CATEGORIES
Please print your name clearly as it should appear on the membership listing: Please check one:
Name(s): | Adult $10.00
Address: || Student $5.00
City: State: Zip Code: [] Family/Couple $15.00
Phone: ( ) E-mail: | Business/Corporate  $25.00
|| Check here and include a stamped, self-addressed envelope to receive a membership card. ] Lifetime - Individual 250.00

[] Check here and include your email above if you would like to receive your newsletter via email.
" | 1 would like to donate an additional amount of $ (Gifts will be recognized in our newsletter)

The gift is: " | inhonorof [ in memory of:

Total amount enclosed: $ [ Jcash [ Check (Please make check payable to “SRH&PS, Inc.”)
Send your application and dues payment to: SRH&PS Membership [All dues and contributions are tax-deductible.]
P.O. Box 446

South River, NJ 08882

[ My company has a matching gift program.
Company name:

Company address:

As a tax-exempt corporation, the SRH&PS, Inc. is eligible to receive matching gifts. If your employer participates in such a program,
please send matching gift forms with your membership donation. The Society's fiscal year is January 1 to December 31.
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