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President's Message by Brian Armstrong 
 

During my recent walking tour on the history of the South River Police Department, 

I asked the group to look from the corner of Main and Reid Streets to the two story 

wood building next to the Grand Hotel on the side nearest the Veterans Memorial 

Bridge. The small building, which today is an apartment house, was at the center of 

a major 1913 town scandal. Police Chief Casimir Offenburger was accused of drink-

ing beer in the saloon on a Sunday while in uniform. This violated New Jersey's 

1906 Bishop’s Law which was very important to those working toward prohibition.  
 

Offenburger claimed he was doing undercover work for Mayor Joseph Mark to see 

if the owner of the saloon was violating the liquor laws, but people did not believe 

his story. The storm that followed included a backlash against the borough council 

for issuing no penalty against the 

chief, and then a reopening of the 

case by Jesse Selover, borough histo-

rian and superintendent of the Sayre-

ville schools. Even my grandfather, 

Charles C. Armstrong, a vocal “dry”, 

wrote a letter to the New Brunswick 

newspaper condemning the borough 

council and comparing them to the 

group that perpetuated “the Terror” 

during the French Revolution. After 

400 people stormed the Borough 

Hall during the hearing, the borough 

council suspended Offenburger for 

thrity days with no pay. Two of the council members voted to dismiss him.  
 

It is very interesting to learn the hidden history of buildings that appear bland and 

easy to miss as you walk down the street. In 1913, this building was owned by the 

widow Catherine Eppinger and leased to John Sobolewski. He and his family are 

best known in South River as the long time owners of the former American Hotel on 

Reid Street, a stone’s throw from the saloon. I hope you will think of this story when 

you drive by this forlorn building which has an ugly façade that was grafted onto it 

years ago. With some imagination you can see the original building and recall its 

importance to a different era in borough history. Maybe you will imagine seeing 

Chief Offenburger entering the saloon, which was on the right side of the building, 

or maybe as he staggered out into a storm of controversy.  

Next Meeting: 

June 28 
 

Owning New Jersey 
 

The June program will 

focus on land records 

as an important source 

for historical research. 
 

The featured speaker 

will be Joseph A.  

Grabas, forensic land 

title expert and author 

of Owning New Jersey: 

Historic Tales of War, 

Property Disputes & 

the Pursuit of  

Happiness. 
 

Join us at 7:00 p.m.  

at the South River  

Museum, 64-66 Main 

Street, South River. 

Light refreshments 

will be served. 

 

Museum Hours 
 

The South River 

Museum is open to the 

general public from 

1:30 p.m. to 3:30 p.m. 

on the first Sunday of 

each month (second 

Sunday if the first is a 

holiday): 
 

June 4 

July 9 

August 6 
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The South River Historical & Preservation Society, Inc. was established in 1988  to  

preserve South River’s past for future generations while furthering interest in and  

knowledge of the history of the borough. For more information, visit us at: 

southriverhistory.org or www.facebook.com/southriverhistory 

An undated view of the Union Hotel.  

Photograph from the collection of Craig Currie. 

http://www.facebook.com/southriverhistory
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To Our Readers:   
 

The South River Historical & Preservation News willingly cor-

rects its factual errors. If you believe we have made a mistake, 

please let us know. 
 

Readers’ contributions to the newsletter are always welcomed.  

Submissions for the next issue must be received by August 10. 
 

Please advise us if you would prefer to receive your newsletter 

via email by sending a message to southriverhistory@gmail.com. 

 

  OFFICERS 
 

   President: 

     Brian Armstrong 
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     Nan Whitehead 

   Secretary: 
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   Treasurer: 
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SRH&PS 2017 EXECUTIVE BOARD SRH&PS GIFT SHOP 
 

TRUSTEES 
 

     John Costello 

     Hank Dziemian  

     William Goepfert  

     Sara-Ann Goldman  

     Linda Grimm  

     Anita Hermstedt 

     Kathleen Hyland 

     Ryan Jones 

     Paul Migut  

     Donna Rafano  

     Ken Roginski  

     Charles Sicknick 

 

    

 

 

 

 

 

COMMITTEES 
 
 

  Artifacts - Stephanie Bartz 

  Buildings & Grounds - Ann and Bob Rafano 

  Calendar  - Doris Miller 

  Fund Raising - Joann Smith-Goepfert 

  Grants - Brian Armstrong 

  Historic Buildings & Sites – Brian Armstrong 

  Hospitality - Linda Grimm 

  Membership - Marilyn Anastasio 

  Newsletter  - Stephanie Bartz 

  Program - Nan Whitehead 

  Publicity - Donna Rafano 

  Scholarship - Brian Armstrong and Joann Smith-Goepfert 

  Web Site - Stephanie Bartz 
 

HONORARY TRUSTEES 

Woodis Booraem (2002) 

Ann Rafano (2003) 

Marilyn Anastasio (2005) 

Stephanie Bartz (2007) 

Doris Miller (2008) 

Robert Rafano (2008) 

Brian Armstrong (2014) 

Iris Schmitt (2014) 
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South River (Images of  

America) Book – $21.99 

Includes seven chapters with 

more than 200 photographs 

and descriptive captions. Pub-

lished June 2015. 
 

Medallion Ornament  

Commemorating the Old School Baptist 

Church (now the South River Museum) 

– $10.00 
 

2017 SRH&PS Calendar – 
$8.00; 2016 and older, $6.00  

(2009 & older, 10 for 10.00) 

Includes historical images 

with descriptive captions. 
 

Postcards – Set of 3 postcards, $1.00 

1894  photo of the OSBC 

(now the South River Mu-

seum); Frazee Urn & OSBC 

graveyard; Main St., 1906. 
 

Old School Baptist 

Church Note Cards with Envelopes – Set of 

5 cards, $2.50; set of 10 cards, $4.00 Features 

an 1894  photo of the OSBC.  
 

Lapel Pin – $5.00 

Collectible pin commemorating 

the South River Museum – Old 

School Baptist Church [size- 

7/8 inch]. 

 

 

Note: Prices reflect minimum donations and 

do not include postage. Please visit our web-

site for additional items. 

mailto:southriverhistory@gmail.com


 

 

 News of the Past 
 

The Sunday Times, New Brunswick,  Sunday Morning, May 26, 1929, [page 17] 
 

~Screen Topics~ “Talkies at Capitol” 
 

Dave Snaper of the K. S. and K. Company, owners of the Capitol 

Theatre in South River, reported last week that the first showing 

of talking moving pictures at the Capitol was a huge success and 

that every indication has been given that the talkies will attract 

record audiences. 
 

“In Old Arizona” was the first talking moving picture to play at 

the Capitol Theatre. “Speakeasy” followed. Both pictures played 

in this city and were enjoyed. 
 

Vaudeville was not on the program for Saturday night at the 

Capitol. Neither was Sid White and his entertainers, a company 

that usually holds forth on Tuesday evenings at the South River 

Theatre. 
 

On Tuesday and Wednesday of this week the talkie feature will be “The Ghost Talks,” and on Friday and 

Saturday, “The Voice of the City” will be the attraction. Dave Snaper promises the Capitol patrons to have 

only the best talking moving picture entertainment. 

Genealogy ABCs 
 

“Start with what you know and work backwards.” 

That was the first piece of advice given by Bever-

ley Seward Yackel, the guest speaker at the soci-

ety’s April meeting. 
 

Yackel, a Past-President of the Monmouth County 

Genealogy Society and member of their Education 

and Speakers Bureau Committees, addressed a full 

house. Audi-

ence mem-

bers ranged 

from very 

experienced 

researchers 

to neophytes. 
 

Tips on eve-

rything from sources to gathering information and organizing notes were 

provided. Yackel’s informative handouts included an A to Z list for as-

piring genealogists, a sample family group sheet and tree, information 

about Family History Centers and the resources made available there, 

and a list of free websites. 
 

A new museum exhibit on genealogy resources in the museum collec-

tions accompanied the program. Published genealogies, photographs and 

photograph albums, family bibles, and a variety of official documents 

were among the items included in the display. 
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A 1930 postcard of the Capitol Theatre building 

showing the theater and adjacent shops. Postcard 

from the collections at the South River Museum. 

Handwritten notes on members of the 

Palmer family, included in a bible donated 

to the society by Penny Malinofsky. 

Beverley Yackel addresses the audience during the April 26th pro-

gram at the South River Museum. Photograph by Stephanie Bartz. 



 

 

Charles Eberwein and the Founding of the SRPD by Brian Armstrong 
 

As we celebrate the 100th anniversary of the founding of the South River Police Department, it is time to 

look back at the first police chief, Charles Eberwein, and his tenure leading the police force in the borough. 

Eberwein, who joined the force in 1911, was the first officer on the pre-1917 force to dedicate his full efforts 

to being a police officer. He was a man with talents in investigation and interrogation as well as detective 

work. In 1918, after serving as police chief for over a year, he was said to be an “expert detective” who had 

“apprehended several criminals who came to South River for refuge," and 

also “placed under arrest a large number of slackers." He would mean 

much more to the force and to South River before his tragic death in 1936. 
 

Charles Eberwein joined the force during the tenure of Casimir Offen-

burger, the first person in South River history to be called Police Chief. 

Offenburger was a dedicated police officer who was respected by the 

mayor, council, and public for most of his sixteen years on the force and 

his eight years as chief. Unfortunately, he had a drinking problem that led 

to his death in 1915. 
 

With the passing of Offenburger, Charles Eberwein, a four year veteran of 

the force, took on more responsibility. A large strike at the American 

Enameled Brick and Tile Company in 1915 tested his leadership skills. He, 

with ten deputies, was assigned to defend the plant from strikers. They 

were able to protect the plant during the strike and Eberwein was success-

ful “in driving them off without any trouble.”  He would follow similar 

protection models during the strikes in 1917 and 1918 at the Hermann Au-

kam & Co. factory.   
 

During the 1910s, the population of the borough was exploding. From 

1910 to 1920, the population grew from 4,772 to 6,596. The previous dec-

ade had seen a similar growth. In a twenty year period, the population in-

creased by nearly 4,000 people from the 2,792 recorded in 1900. Also, dur-

ing this time period, the residential area of the borough expanded which 

increased the difficulty of using foot patrols for policing.   
 

It was during this same time period that Mayor John Fee Jr. pressed the 

council to implement an ordinance that would develop a formal police de-

partment in the borough. It was voted down several times before finally 

passing by a margin of one vote in July 1916. Eberwein was then unani-

mously selected as the new police chief.   
 

Once the police department was approved by the council, Mayor Fee de-

veloped a plan to have a chief and a minimum of three officers (but no 

more than seven) to support the needs of the borough. By early 1917, the 

police force consisted of a chief (Eberwein) and the four original officers: 

Daniel Quinn, John Yorke, Joseph Schwartz, and Paul Genecki. Other officers would support this original 

group, including Charles Van Deventer, Frank Meade, John Wentzel, Albert Bronske, John Hotkevitch, and 

Joseph Bara as the force grew in size in the 1920s to meet the needs of the town. 
 

The police manual of 1917 included several requirements that were likely influenced by the Offenburger 

years. One of the first clauses in the manual involved a requirement that an officer not be charged as drunk 

and disorderly whether on or off duty. Also, an officer was required to always report and stay at his post. 

They were not allowed to sleep on the job. All officers in the new police department were required to be full 

time officers with no other professions. Sadly, Mayor John Fee Jr. would not live to see the full implementa-

tion of his dream. He died on October 25, 1917. 
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Continued on Page 5 

Police Chief Charles Eberwein in 1917. 

The Sunday Times, New Brunswick, 

Sunday, April 1, 1917, page 24. 



 

 

 
Charles Eberwein and the Founding of the SRPD – Continued from page 4 
 

Prohibition began in the early 1920s and created new problems for the young police force. South River had 

two major problems concerning Prohibition: a large group of immigrants that drank regularly, and a group of 

entrepreneurs looking to make a comfortable living from selling illegal alcohol. The pressure on local law en-

forcement was one of the things that would ultimately doom the “noble experiment” of Prohibition.  
 

Chief Eberwein had many challenges during the Prohibition Era in South River. It was said that every other 

house contained a still and some of the prominent citizens in the town drank and profited from the sale and 

distribution of illegal alcohol. The police force had to enforce the law without losing the support of a commu-

nity that did not culturally believe in Prohibition. The other problem was the widespread support given to the 

bootleggers by local people. The police had no interest in arresting minor accomplices such as drivers and 

lookouts. 
 

The Booze Scandal of 1921was a serious test for the new 

police chief. The county agents raided the Allgair Bever-

age Company icehouse on Reid Street confiscating 15 

barrels of whiskey. Two of George Allgair’s employees 

were responsible for the liquor being stored in the build-

ing and other prominent South River citizens were also 

charged in the case. Concerned “drys” in the town were 

not happy that the South River Police force did not arrest 

more of the local people that helped the four defendants 

charged in the case.   
 

A member of the South River School Board, James Black, 

accused Eberwein and his officers of being on the payroll 

of the bootleggers. Eberwein strongly defended his de-

partment and his officers and threatened to sue the man 

for slander. Black backed down and recanted his state-

ment. After the crisis passed, Eberwein’s support from the 

council and the public continued to grow.  
 

The prosperity of the 1920s increased the number of prop-

erty crimes in the borough. Some of the robberies in-

volved home thefts like the gold watch stolen from Stephen Szarvas at 34 Belmont Street in 1923. A Decem-

ber 1924 robbery at the B.J. Fleming Store at 46 Main Street included losses of cash register money, pipes, 

and silver cigarette cases. Tires were stolen from the Raritan River Railroad freight station in 1925. Eberwein 

and his officers were able to solve all of these crimes as well as many other cases during the 1920s and 1930s.  
 

In the early days of policing, the constable/officer would use his own horse or carriage for transportation. One 

news story showed the transportation issues that officers faced fighting crime in the borough during the early 

years of Eberwein’s service as chief. There was a murder at the Golden Bar at the corner of Augusta and 

Whitehead Avenues. Eberwein wanted to pursue the two suspects who had fled on foot so he contacted Arm-

strong Taxi and future mayor Jim Armstrong drove him to chase the suspects. He caught up with them and had 

a gun battle with them before they surrendered. In the 1920s, Eberwein worked to get a police car and motor-

cycles to improve policing of the neighborhoods and facilitate the pursuit of suspects. 
 

The stock market crash of October 1929 and the Great Depression that followed presented even greater chal-

lenges for the South River Police Department. Unemployment and hunger increased in the borough as did des-

perate crimes and the number of transients (“hobos”). Eberwein reached his 20th year on the force during this 

period and could have retired. He had talked about the possibility of taking a county level detective position in 

New Brunswick in the late 1920s, but the Depression changed people’s expectations and actions.  
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A portion of the 1917 Sanborn fire insurance map showing 

the Allgair property on Reid Street. The ice house is in the 

upper left corner of the image, near the river. 

Continued on Page 6 



 

 

 
Charles Eberwein and the Founding of the SRPD – Continued from page 5 
 

By 1933, the election of Franklin Delano Roosevelt and his immediate action to repeal Prohibition created an-

other enforcement activity concerning new liquor licenses and enforcement of tax payments. Old hotels and 

other businesses acquired licenses and began selling drinks and packaged items to their thirsty residents. The 

local police force supported county, state, and federal agencies to make sure this tax revenue was paid. 
 

In the mid-1930s, state agents had twice raided Jacob Rutkowski's Main Street saloon, the East Brunswick Ho-

tel, and seized quantities of untaxed liquor. Rutkowski had been served with a summons to appear before the 

Mayor and Borough Council at a hearing on license revocation pro-

ceedings on February 11, 1936. On his way to the hearing in the Bor-

ough Hall, he entered the police headquarters where he shot and 

killed Chief Eberwein.   
 

The South River Historical & Preservation Society’s Commemora-

tive Book: In Celebration of South River's 275th Anniversary, 1720-

1995 provided the following description of the police force at the 

time of Eberwein's death: 
 

“At the time, the department consisted of 12 men and one automo-

bile. The policemen were assigned to walking beats on three shifts 

and had to make reports every half hour from call boxes. The boxes 

were at the intersections of Hillside Avenue and Main Street, White-

head and Prentice Avenues, and June and Prospect Streets. There was 

no radio communication so a green light on the front of Borough Hall 

was used as a signal. If the green light was lit, it was a signal for the 

policemen on the walking beats to report to headquarters.”  
 

Chief Charles Eberwein was replaced by Captain Charles Van De-

venter. Today both of their names are on the monument in front of 

the Criminal Justice Building, formerly the Borough Hall, that hon-

ors former borough police officers. Eberwein is also remembered as 

a fallen officer on various websites. His death shows the danger that 

all officers face daily, as well as the randomness of the cases that 

may result in violent action against them. His true legacy is the South 

River Police Department, which he helped build through his strong 

character, leadership abilities, and detective skills.  

New in the Gift Shop 
 

The latest addition to the museum gift shop is a 

photographic reproduction of Edward Lange’s 

1882 painting of the Klauser Hotel. Featured in 

our February 2017 “Treasures from the Ar-

chives” column, the image depicts the riverfront 

and the South River Hotel, more commonly 

known as Klauser’s Hotel. Located at the corner 

of the streets that are now Klausers Lane and 

Water Street, the hotel was owned and operated 

by Ambrose and Pauline Klauser. In the image, 

the sign over the entry reads “A. Klauser, Wein 

& Lager Beer.” 
 

Measuring 11” x 17”, the unframed color print is accompanied by a page of descriptive text about the painting 

and the artist. Copies of the print are available at the museum for a donation of $15.00.  
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A 1930s era photo of the SRPD. From left to 

right: Front row — Charles Van Deventer, 

Chief Charles Eberwein, Charles Angersbach, 

Mike Vacchio; Second row — Mike Maklary, 

John Bara, Paul Genecki; Third row — John 

McKanna, Joe Matechek; Back row — Albert 

Plonsky, John Wenzel, Alex Zenko, John 

Knoblock, George Scherer. Chief Eberwein’s 

dog, Ginger, is at the far left. 



 

 

Brian Armstrong speaks to the tour group in front 

of the Criminal Justice Building. Photograph 

courtesy of UNESCOtravelers Photography. 

when South River was first established as 

an independent borough to 1936 when Po-

lice Chief Eberwein was shot and killed in 

what was then the Borough Hall. 

Another Successful Tour 
 

Sunday, April 23rd, marked another successful collabora-

tion between the South River Historical & Preservation 

Society and the South River Cultural Arts and Heritage 

Commission. The event was the third in a series of tours 

jointly presented by the two groups. 
 

With the South River Police Department celebrating its 

Jubilee, Brian Armstrong, president of the society, led a 

Main Street walking tour to highlight areas of signifi-

cance in the early years of the police department. Atten-

dees heard about a series of events ranging from the time  

 

 

 
 

 

In Memoriam 
 

The South River Historical & Preservation Society 

extends its sympathies to the families of Regina 

DeVoe and Richard Prusarczyk.   

 

New Acquisitions 
 

 Delegate ribbons 

worn by Arthur 

C. Eppinger for 

the New Jersey 

State Firemen’s 

Association An-

nual Conven-

tions, 1971 to 

1975; “Squawk 

box” used to no-

tify firemen of 

alarms. Donated by Eleanor Schaed Eppinger. 

 Snifter imprinted with a line drawing and name of 

the South River Public Library. Donated by Leslie 

Zelanko. 

 1960s era wooden policeman’s baton or nightstick. 

Donated by Bruce. 

Special Acknowledgements 
 

 CONTRIBUTIONS 
 

  IN MEMORY OF: 
 

    Walter Boyler by 

   Carol & Carlton Cassady 

    Regina DeVoe by 

   Marilyn & Tom Anastasio  

   Karen & Richard Satterthwaite  

    Bettina & John Fitzpatrick by 

   Louise Fitzpatrick  

    The McIlvaine Family by 

   Karen & Richard Satterthwaite  

    Richard J. Prusarczyk by 

   Kathy Prusarczyk  

    Matt Rein by 

   Donna Roehsler  
 

  IN HONOR OF: 
 

    The Dohn Family by 

   Kathy Prusarczyk 

    The May Family by 

   Kathy Prusarczyk 

    The Prusarczyk Family by 

   Kathy Prusarczyk 

Is your membership up to date? 
 

It’s not too late to send in your membership dues for 2017. Your 

continued  support will help the Society with its efforts to pre-

serve and promote South River’s rich history.  
 

Check the mailing label on this newsletter to find out when your 

membership expires. If you receive your newsletter via email or 

read it on the website, email us at southriverhistory@gmail.com  

and we’ll check our records to tell you when your membership 

expires. 
 

You can renew or submit a new membership for yourself or a 

friend using the form supplied in this newsletter, or you can print 

a form from the website.  
 

The SRH&PS appreciates your continued support. All dues and 

donations are tax deductible. 
 

Thank you! 
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The Tradition Continues 
 

The first time South River’s third grade students came 

to the South River Museum was in 2002. In the ensu-

ing years, approximately 3,200 students, teachers, and 

parents have visited the museum on Government Day. 

The event is a wonderful experience for all, but it’s 

even more exciting when the students tell their friends 

about the museum or come back to visit. We hope 

their interest in South River history continues. 
 

Special thanks to Ann Rafano, Bill Hermstedt, Sarah 

Blake, and Marilyn Anastasio for serving as docents. Ann Rafano talks to a third grade class 

about the Old School Baptist cemetery. 

Having completed their tour of the museum, the students were off to an-

other Government Day activity. Photographs by Marilyn Anastasio. 

Maha Sarwani, a teacher at the Darul Arqam 

School, is pictured with three of her six students. 

mailto:SouthRiverHistory@gmail.com
https://www.facebook.com/southriverhistory


 

 

2017 SRH&PS Membership Application Form 
 

Please check one:         New           Renewal           Gift (from______________________) 
 

Please print your name clearly as it should appear on the membership listing: 
 

     Name(s):______________________________________________________________ 

     Address: _____________________________________________________________ 

     City: _______________________________ State: _________Zip Code: _________ 

     Phone: (____)________________  E-mail: _________________________________ 

         Check here and include a stamped, self-addressed envelope to receive a membership card. 

         Check here and include your email above to receive your newsletter via email. 

  

 

ANNUAL DUES CATEGORIES 

  Please check one: 

 Adult                            $10.00 

 Student                        $5.00 

 Family/Couple             $15.00

(please enter number in family) ____ 

 Business/Corporate     $25.00

 Lifetime - Individual   $250.00 

                   I would like to make an additional donation: 

                     $________             in honor of            in memory of: ______________________________________________________________ 

                     $________      Scholarship Fund 

                     $________      Old School Baptist Church Cemetery Conservation Program 

                     $________      Doughboy/Monument Maintenance Fund  

                     $________      General Fund 

Total amount enclosed: $______________           Cash            Check (Please make checks payable to “SRH&PS, Inc.”) 

Send your application and payment to:  SRH&PS Membership                   All dues and donations are tax-deductible. 

                                                                P.O. Box 446                                   Donations will be recognized in our newsletter.           

                                                                South River, NJ 08882 

       My company has a matching gift program. 
 

Company name/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 a matching gift form with your membership donation and form. The Society's fiscal year is January 1 to December 31. 

 

Name(s):________________________________________________________________________________ 

Address: ________________________________________________________________________________ 

City: ____________________________________________ State: _________Zip Code: _______________ 

Phone: (Optional)____________________  E-mail: (Optional)_____________________________________ 

   

         $________                           in honor of            in memory of: _____________________________________________________________ 

         $________      Scholarship Fund 

         $________      Old School Baptist Church Cemetery Conservation Program 

         $________      Doughboy/Monument Maintenance Fund 

         $________      General Fund 
 

Total amount enclosed: $______________         Cash           Check  (Please make checks payable to “SRH&PS, Inc.”) 

 

Send your donation form and payment to:   SRH&PS, Inc.                                  All donations are tax-deductible and will be 

                                                                      P.O. Box 446                                                 recognized in our newsletter.          

                                                                      South River, NJ 08882 

    

 My company has a matching gift program. 
 

Company name/address ______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

As a tax-exempt corporation, the SRH&PS, Inc. is eligible to receive matching gifts. If your employer participates in such a pro-

gram, please send a matching gift form with your donation form. The Society's fiscal year is January 1 to December 31. 

SRH&PS Donation Form 


