
  

 
 

  
 

President’s Message — by Sara-Ann Goldman 
 
Anyone who travels on Old Bridge Turnpike passes the Masons’ Philo 
Lodge, No. 243. Most of us take the building for granted and don’t know 
its history. What we do know is that there is now a banner at the top of 
the building stating that they are celebrating their 100th anniversary this 
year.  
 
It turns out that 
in March 1922, a 
number of South 
River Masons ap-
proached their 
local District Dep-
uty and asked for 
the directions and 
procedures for 
establishing a 
South River Ma-
sonic Lodge. 
Within a short pe-
riod of time, they elected officers. These included Dr. Harry A. Rothen-
berg, President; James G. Armstrong Sr., Vice President; William C. 
Horner, Secretary; and William A. Allgair, Treasurer. 
 
Once the officers were in place, they started working with the Grand 
Lodge to formally establish the local group and obtain official recognition. 
In addition to the officers, there were a number of others who petitioned 
to become members. In the end, 28 men successfully completed the vet-
ting process and became members of the new lodge.  
 
On April 18, 1923, the Grand Lodge granted a warrant for the Masonic 
Lodge in South River to be known as Philo Lodge, No. 243. The name 
Philo was chosen because it derived from the Greek word meaning 
“beloved” or “friendly.” The lodge received its official charter at a formal 
installation ceremony overseen by Grand Master Frank C. Sayre on May 
2, 1923. The installation was followed by a celebratory dinner held in the 
South River High School auditorium.  
 
The Philo Lodge and its members have been an integral part of South 
River history since that time. For more than 35 years, they met in the 
Junior Order of United American Mechanics building at 66 Main Street. In 
1958, the new Masonic Temple on Old Bridge Turnpike was completed. 
The groundbreaking was in May and the commemorative cornerstone 
was laid in August.  
 
We congratulate the Philo Lodge on its 100 year history and join with its 
members in celebrating their longevity and achievements. 

 
 

Next Meeting: 
June 21 

 
Lost Museums 

 

The histories of a 
group of successful 

museums that 
ultimately failed and 
closed their doors 

will be highlighted in 
a presentation by 

historian Brian 
Armstrong. Based 
on Lost Museums, 

Armstrong’s newest 
book, the program 
will include profiles 
of the founders, the 
collections, and the 
fates of the museum 

artifacts. 
  

Please join us at 
7:00 p.m. at the  

South River 
Museum, 

64-66 Main Street, 
South River. 

Light refreshments 
will be served. 

Number 119, June 2023 

 
 

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. 

 

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 2 

August 6 
September 3 

A May 2023 view of the Philo Lodge on Old Bridge Turnpike. 
Photograph by Stephanie Bartz. 
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South River (Images of  
America) Book – $21.99 
Includes seven chapters 
with more than 200 photo-
graphs and descriptive 
captions. Pub. June 2015. 
 
Postcards – Set of 3, 
$1.00 — Old School Baptist 
Church, 1894; Main St., 
1906; and Frazee Urn & Old School 

Baptist graveyard. 
 
Tote Bag Celebrating 
South River’s 300 Year 
History, 1720-2020  – 
$4.00 — Black with white 
print [12" x 9" x 4-1/2"].  
 
Photographic Reproduc-
tion of an 1882 Edward 
Lange Painting of 
Klauser’s South River 

Hotel and the Riverfront – $15.00  
[11”x 17” unframed] 
 
Medallion Ornament Memorializing 
the Old School Baptist Church (now 
South River Museum) – $10.00 
 
Old School Baptist Church Note 
Cards with Envelopes – Set of 5, 
$2.50; set of 10, $4.00 — Features an 
1894 photograph of the church.  
 
Lapel Pin – $5.00 — Collectible pin 
commemorating the South River Muse-
um [7/8 inch]. 
 
Note: Prices reflect minimum dona-
tions and do not include postage. 
Please contact us by email or visit 
our website for additional items 
and information. 



 Historic Storms and Lost Ships 
 
On a rainy evening in April, the society welcomed Jay and Maureen Jorgensen for a jointly pre-
sented program on historic storms and shipwrecks of the Jersey shore. Society vice president 
and program chair Donna Rafano made the introductions. 
 
Jay Jorgensen, published author and Superior Court judge, covered 200 years of storms begin-
ning with an 1821 hurricane and finishing with 2021’s Hurricane Ida. He opened with infor-
mation on categories of hurricanes and a quote from Alexander Hamilton, who described what 
it was like to live through a major hurricane. In a September 6, 1772, letter to The Royal Dan-
ish American Gazette Hamilton wrote, “The roaring of the sea and wind, fiery meteors flying 
about it in the air, the prodigious glare of almost perpetual lightning, the crash of the falling 
houses, and the ear-piercing shrieks of the distressed, were sufficient to strike astonishment 
into Angels.” 
 
Jorgensen’s slideshow included highlights of storms like the Great Atlantic Hurricane of 1944 
which saw 40 foot tidal waves along the shore in Cape May. 1960’s Hurricane Donna put 
Keansburg under water. The Great Atlantic Storm of 1962 stranded a US Navy destroyer on the 
beach at Long Beach Island. More recent storms that have had major effects on the state were 
also covered. Hurricane Floyd in 1999, Hurricane Irene in 2011, and Super Storm Sandy, which 
devasted South River in 2012, were all featured in the presentation. 
 
Maureen Jorgensen, a retired educator, followed with a presentation on shipwrecks along the 
Jersey shore, sometimes referred to as the “Graveyard of the Atlantic.” Shifting shoals, sand-
bars, and the popularity of trade routes along the coast have all played a role.  
 
Some of the more than 840 documented shipwrecks along the coast of New Jersey were high-
lighted. The first recorded took place in 1642. 
 
One of the most critical pieces of the story involved the 1846 wreck of the John Minturn in a 
storm off Mantoloking. 
Thirty-eight lives were 
lost. The resulting investi-
gation led to the estab-
lishment of the precursor 
to the United States Life-
Saving Service (USLSS). 
With funding from the 
federal government, un-
manned life-saving sta-
tions were established 
along the New Jersey 
coast. They were staffed 
largely by volunteers until 
the 1878 organization of 
the USLSS. In 1850, the 
“life-car” saw its first use 
when it was put into ser-
vice to rescue passengers 
and crew from a ship-
wreck off Squan Beach. 
 
The wreck of the Sindia at 
Ocean City in 1901 be-
came legendary, not for a rescue, but for its cargo. The ship ran aground and settled not far 
from the beach. Much of the cargo was buried in the hull, under the sand. Owned by Rockefel-
ler’s Standard Oil Company, speculation persists that the lost cargo includes treasures looted 
from Chinese temples during the Boxer Rebellion that took place around 1900. 
 
The final shipwreck in the presentation was the U-869, the German U-boat that was discovered 
off the coast of Brielle in 1991. It was described in the context of the wreck diving that identi-
fied the ship, the divers who were lost during the course of the project, and the closure that 
was provided to the families of the 56 men whose fates were unknown after the ship disap-
peared in 1945. 
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Illustration from History of life-saving appliances, and military and naval construc-
tions: Invented and manufactured by Joseph Francis, with sketches and incidents 

of his business life in the United States and Europe, by James L. Pond, 1885.  
Courtesy of Cornell University via HathiTrust. 



 
 

New Acquisitions 
 
 Promotional thermometer from Jack’s Cor-

ner Market, 216 Turnpike, South River. Do-
nated by Michael Brylewski. 

 1949 South River High School Oriflamme 
yearbook; South River High School football 
programs from games played on October 21 
and 28, 1950; 1947 Campbell School class 
photo. Donated by Deirdre Resch. 

 Collection of 1940s era South River High 
School football and basketball photographs, 
along with newspaper clippings and related 
memorabilia. Donated by Laurie Pasternak. 

 Digital copy of information compiled about 
the “History of 330 Old Bridge Turnpike,” 
updated April 26, 2023; oral history record-
ing of an interview with Sophie Lanuto, 
grandmother of the donor, along with relat-
ed notes and information on family residenc-
es. Donated by Ken Roginski. 

 Collection of photographs thought to be at-
tributed to the Rohde family, including a 
portrait of Richard A. Rohde and a 1930s era 
photograph of his home at 205 Main Street, 
South River. Anonymous donation. 

 

Time Capsule Update 
 
It was expected that after the opening of 
South River’s time capsule a new time capsule 
would be created. The original capsule was 
buried in 1970 for South River’s 250th anni-
versary and was intended to be opened in 
2020. The new one to commemorate South 
River’s 300th anniversary in 2020 would have 
been intended for a 2070 opening. 
 
Sadly, the 1970 capsule was opened a year 
later than was originally planned. Plans for 
the new capsule stalled due to the lingering 
COVID situation and other factors. 
 
The 250th anniversary of America’s independ-
ence in 2026 is the new target for South 
River’s new time capsule. The items already 
collected will be retained and additional items, 
including the story of the time capsule, will be 
added. 
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Are You a Member? 
 
If you haven’t yet joined or renewed your 
membership in the South River Historical & 
Preservation Society, please consider sending 
in your dues for 2023. 
 
You can renew your membership or register a 
new one using the form included in this news-
letter. Membership forms can also be down-
loaded from the website. 
 
If you’re already a member, we thank you. To 
verify that your membership is up to date, 
please check the mailing label on this issue or 
email us at southriverhistory@gmail.com to 
find out when your membership expires. We 
rely on your continued support to fulfill our 
mission of preserving and promoting South 
River’s rich history.  
 
The society appreciates your continued sup-
port. All dues and donations are tax deducti-
ble. 
 
Thank you!  

Special Acknowledgements 
 
CONTRIBUTIONS 
 
 

   In Memory of: 
 

      Dot Canino  
 by Richard & Karen Satterthwaite  
      Joyce & Bob Leaming  
 by Richard & Karen Satterthwaite 
      The McIlvaine Family  
 by Richard & Karen Satterthwaite  
      Ruth Nole  
 by Richard & Karen Satterthwaite 

Football game at Campbell School 
Field (later renamed Denny Stadium), 
1947. Donated by Laurie Pasternak. 

Alumni basketball game in the gym-
nasium of South River High School 

(Thomas Street), circa 1950. 
Donated by Laurie Pasternak. 



 One Thing Leads to Another — by Stephanie Bartz 
 
Recently, a small group of society members enjoyed lunch at Thirty Three’s Tavern, located at 
71 DeVoe Street, before heading to the South River Museum to spend the afternoon working 
on the collections. A conversation with the man who served the food and drinks provided us 
with a bit of the history of the site. For this group though, a bit of history generally leads to the 
desire for more, so the story doesn’t end there. 
 
As early as the 1920s, there was a small wooden frame building at the corner of DeVoe Street 
and Old Bridge Turnpike. Although its origins are unknown, 
and no photographs of the building are known to exist, it is 
visible in a 1920s era aerial photograph as well as on the 
1930 Sanborn fire insurance map for that section of the 
borough. 
 
The story, as far as we’ve traced it, begins with Bronislawa 
Witkowska, more commonly known as Bertha Witkowski. 
The 1920 federal census identifies her as the 18-year-old 
wife of Leon Witkowski. Leon was employed by a tire com-
pany, likely the Michelin factory in Milltown. Bertha, like 
many wives in that period, had no occupation. They lived on 
Levinson Avenue in a predominantly Russian and Polish 
neighborhood. Leon died on September 16, 1926, leaving 
Bertha a widow with three children and a fourth on the way. 
 
By 1930, Bertha and her children had moved to 69 DeVoe 
Street, next door to the wooden frame building at the cor-
ner. She owned her home and supported her family by 
working as a servant for another family, according to the 
census data recorded on April 5 of that year. 
 
Almost exactly a year later, on April 4, 1931, an article in 
the Daily Home News reported that “Mrs. Bertha Witkowski, 
proprietor of a grocery store at 71 DeVoe Street, was 
robbed of about $6 worth of groceries.” The details regard-
ing when Bertha opened or took over the store on the cor-
ner are not known, but another news item reveals that in 
April 1933, she was able to expand the business by obtain-
ing a license to sell beer. 
 
June 1934 marked a major milestone for Bertha and her 
DeVoe Street business. Shortly after acquiring the property 
from its previous owner, she had the small wooden frame 
building torn down. She replaced it with a new building that combined a residence, a store, and 
what a July news article called a beer garden. The building was constructed of red brick with 
white exterior woodwork and a green roof. The first floor housed the business, while the second 
was the family’s living quarters.   
 
1946 heralded more change for 71 DeVoe Street. While Bertha retained the property, the retail 

liquor license was transferred to her son, Leon 
Witkowski, and son-in-law, Andrew T. Brasno. 
It wasn’t long after that mentions of Lee and 
Andy’s Tavern started appearing in local 
news. It was a family affair. A March 1947 ad-
vertisement invited people to “Be Served by 
Movie Stars.” As the ad explained, George and 
Richard Brasno, Andrew’s brothers, had roles 
in the 1934 film The Mighty Barnum. 
 

At this point the story gets fuzzy and contradictory. Bertha Witkowski’s 1987 obituary indicates 
that she retired in 1950, yet Lee and Andy’s Tavern seems to have disappeared around that 
time, and in the early 1950s, the liquor license was renewed in Bertha’s name. By the late 
1950s though, Sonny’s Bar and Grill had made its appearance. 
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Above: Detail from a 1920s era aerial 
photograph showing the wooden building 

at the corner of DeVoe Street and 
Old Bridge Turnpike.  

Below: The section of the 1930 Sanborn 
map for the same location. The “S” on 
the building identifies it as a store. The 

“D” on the building next door 
designates a dwelling. 

Continued on page 6 

A portion of an advertisement in the Daily Home News, 
March 25, 1947. Courtesy of Newspapers.com. 



 One Thing — continued from page 5 
 
Sonny was Leon “Sonny” Witkowski, the same Leon who was part of Lee and Andy’s. In 1961, 
the 71 DeVoe Street property was transferred to him and his wife Edna. Sonny’s continued 
through the 1960s, 1970s, 1980s, and into the late 1990s in spite of Leon’s death in October 
1973. 
 
After more than 65 years, the Witkowski era at 71 DeVoe Street ended. In December 1998, the 
property was sold to Salvatore V. and Patricia R. Dalli. Dalli also acquired the liquor license. 
Borough records list the new enterprise as Salli’s Business, licensed in January 1999. 
 
Salli’s was short-lived. Less than five years after the Dallis acquired the property, it again 
changed hands. In October 2003, it was sold to Donald and Deborah Brown. According to a list 
of business licenses obtained from the borough, Brancato’s Bakery Café was licensed at the 
DeVoe Street address in November 2004. No other information about the property or a busi-

ness operating there during this peri-
od has so far been found.  
 
Today, Thirty Three’s Tavern is well-
established at the site. Owned by Mi-
chael and Gayle DeSantis, it opened 
in the mid-2000s. Some of the tradi-
tions that made Sonny’s popular 
have been restored, and it is once 
again a family affair. Early on, Matt 
DeSantis, Michael’s brother, joined 
the business to bartend and handle 
ordering. 
 
The name Thirty Three’s itself comes 
from a family tradition. 33 was the 
number on the stock car that the De-
Santis brothers’ father drove until he 
was killed in a crash. Michael DeSan-
tis followed his father’s example and 
used the same number on his own 
stock car. His brother played baseball 
at South River High School with the 
number 33 on his jersey. 
 
Although the building has been mod-
ernized and covered with stucco, the 
bones of the 1934 building remain. 
Where there were once two large 
plate glass windows to showcase 
wares, there are now two smaller 
windows with neon signs that adver-
tise beers. The meat market and 
grocery store have been converted 
into the bar area. The bar that was 
located in the beer garden, which 
was entered from the side porch or 
by going through the store, has been 
replaced with a pool table.  
 
The more than 90 year history of 71 
DeVoe Street represents an interest-
ing piece of South River’s past. Alt-
hough there are still gaps in the sto-
ry, discovering more about the build-
ing and the people who have been 
associated with it has been a reward-
ing journey.   
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Above: Lee & Andy’s Tavern, circa 1947. 
Photograph from the collection of James Witkowski. 

 

Below: Thirty Three’s Tavern, April 2023. 
Photograph by Stephanie Bartz. 



News of the Past — Renaming Main Street 
 
The Tuesday afternoon issue of the March 25, 1924, Daily Home News included a controversial 
news item. It began “How would you like old Main street to be renamed Washington avenue, or 
Central avenue, or Board street, or some 
other name that gets away from the small 
town atmosphere?” An unidentified 
“prominent resident” had suggested to 
Mayor William A. Allgair and the members 
of the Borough Council that legal action 
should be taken to change the name. 
 
The thought behind the suggestion was 
that the name “Main Street” made South 
River sound countrified and old-fashioned 
belying its nickname as “The Booming Bor-
ough.” “It gives strangers the impression 
that South River is a hayseed village or a 
place that only has one thoroughfare.” 
 
The author of the article provided a pictur-
esque description of Main Street’s develop-
ment that could support the claim. Mrs. 
Elizabeth Jeffries, a long-time resident of 
the borough had shared some of her memories before her death at age 95 in 1911. 
 

...she referred to Main street as a cow path that led to a point near DeVoe street where 
stood a log cabin school. The few children who lived here in those early days followed 
the old path to the school. As time went on the path was widened by hewing down the 
trees. The lower section was widened first and as the town progressed the upper part 
was widened to its present width. Mrs. Jeffries could not recall who named the path Main 
street. 

 
Since Main Street is still Main Street, it is clear that the measure was voted down. Perhaps the 
author’s references to similarly named streets in Chicago, Detroit, Buffalo, and Pontiac, Michi-
gan swayed the council members. How would you have voted? 
 
Editor’s note: The Board street suggestion mentioned in the opening paragraph may have been 
a typographical error on the part of the Daily Home News. Broad street seems a more likely op-
tion. 
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Upcoming Events 
 
 June 7 (Rain date—June 14): Government Day tours for third graders attending South 

River schools resume this year. The South River Museum is one stop on the tour that also 
includes locations such as the Criminal Justice Building. The students, along with their 
teachers and chaperones, will be given an introductory tour of the museum. Docents will 
provide information about the history of the building, the monuments, the museum collec-
tions, and the 19th century graveyard located behind the museum. 

 June 10: Celebrate Middlesex County from 10 am to 3 pm at Roosevelt Park in Edison. 
“The annual celebration highlights County offices and partners with interactive booths and 
displays and illustrates all the County has offer with fun offerings for the whole family to en-
joy: local food vendors, live music and performances, games and activities, touch-a-truck, 
roller skating, arts and crafts, historical interpreters, and much more.”  

 June 17: The food, music, and amusements of South River Day return to Montgomery 
Street from noon to 5 p.m. The event is sponsored by the South River Cultural Arts & Herit-
age Commission. 

 June 17: The Summer Meeting of the League of Historical Societies of New Jersey 
is being hosted by the Hunterdon County Historical Society and will be held in Flemington, 
NJ. For registration information visit https://www.lhsnj.org/news-events. 

 June 21: The South River Historical & Preservation Society’s June Meeting will fea-
ture the program on Lost Museums that was originally scheduled for February. For details, 
see page one of this newsletter. 

A late 1910s—early 1920s view of Main Street looking toward 
the river. The building in the left forefront is 107 Main Street. 

Postcard donated by Henry Knight. 
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South River, New Jersey 08882 
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Facebook https://www.facebook.com/southriverhistory 
YouTube: https://bit.ly/3fNTJCF 
Phone: 732-613-3078  [Messages only]     

The Lost Boy: Update 
 
The lost boy has a new home. Just as the April newslet-
ter arrived back from the printer, the society received an 
email from the owner of the property where the head-
stone reported on in that issue was located. Since the 
article wasn’t public yet, it seemed an interesting bit of 
serendipity.  
 

According to the email, the homeowner discovered the 
headstone of 4-year old William W. Conover on his prop-
erty about 30 years ago. As a sign of respect, and on 
the assumption that “little Willie” died there, he erected 
the headstone in his yard. 
 

Fast forward to 2023. The property was sold and the 
new owner was unhappy with the location of the stone. 
Rather than seeing it destroyed or otherwise lost, the 
original owner offered it as a donation to the society. 
 

Since research tells us that the stone was likely removed 
from an area cemetery rather than used to mark a 
grave on the property where it was found, moving the 
stone seemed like the best option. On April 1, it was re-
located to the Old School Baptist graveyard located be-
hind the South River Museum where another William W. 
Conover is buried. 
 

Although some of our questions have been answered, 
we still have no information on 4-year old Willie, his par-
ents William W. and Margaret, or the origin of the stone. If you have information about the 
Conover family, please contact us. 

A rubbing of the gravestone of 4-year old 
William W. Conover, recently moved to the 

Old School Baptist graveyard. 
Photograph by Stephanie Bartz 



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 member card. 

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

  
 

 

            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 

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 

 Lifetime - Family         $250.00 
         (One household/address) 

 Business Patron (Life) $250.00 


