The story of New
Jersey’s Millstone
Valley is the story of
the Garden State
and you can see it
all for yourself!
by Jeanette K. Muser
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“Inspired by this rare oasis of natural beauty and
historic integrity, Millstone Valley National Scenic
Byway is working to preserve its rural charm, to
spruce up areas of neglect and to enable visitors to
discover the rich layers of history and nature
underlying its visual appeal.”
—Mission Statement
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T

he Millstone Valley National Scenic Byway was
designated by the National Scenic Byways Program of
the Federal Highway Administration as of 2009 and

encompasses a wide array of recreational and historic
resources along 25-miles of the Millstone River.
But first, what exactly is a “Scenic Byway” anyway? A Byway

can be wild, rural, suburban, or urban. They can be hundreds of
miles or a short jaunt over to the next town. The road’s visible
surroundings must embody one or more of six characteristics:
Scenic—natural or man-made memorable, distinctive, and
uninterrupted; Natural—minimal human disturbance of the
natural ecological feature; Historic—landscapes, buildings or
structures with visual evidence of the past; Cultural—visual
evidence of unique customs, traditions, folklores or rituals of a
no-longer existing human group; Recreational—the road
corridor itself is used for recreation like biking, jogging, fishing,
walking, kayaking, canoeing, painting, and photographing.
THE LATE WOODLAND PERIOD: ca. A.D. 900—1650
The fertile Millstone River Valley has drawn settlers ever
since the Lenni Lenape Indians established themselves on this
waterway, which they called the Mattawong, meaning “hard to
travel.” In what we call “New Jersey” today, the natives who
lived in the southern area spoke an Unami dialect of the eastern
Algonquian Delaware language. They lived in small family units
or bands. Women took care of the home and the garden. Men
hunted, trapped, and fished and did most of the heavy work.
They built lodging and made dugout canoes for river
transportation. Walking and canoeing were the only means of
transportation.
With the coming of the Dutch, Swedish, and English
explorers, settlers, and traders, the lives of the indigenous
people changed. European glass beads, iron axes, brass kettles,
cloth and clothing, guns and knives were purchased by the
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Natives. They left numerous trails for travelers, northern
European land speculators, and farmers to find their way into
this area of New Jersey. As early as 1679, Jasper Dankers and
Peter Sluyter noted the terrain around todays Rocky
Hill. As the Dutchmen journeyed southward by
horseback, they recorded in their journal a note that
they had passed a “very difficult and rocky hill.” They
were exploring what was then called by the Natives
the Assunpink Trail which is today’s Route 27.
By 1664, the Dutch, English, Scottish, and French
Huguenots began to establish settlements in eastern
North America and the Lenape were among the first
Native people they encountered. Contact with
Europeans exposed the Lenape to diseases such as
smallpox, influenza, cholera, and other diseases for
which they had no immunity. By the 1670s their
population was reduced by 90% or more. The survivors
became masters at negotiating with the various
European groups.
Land speculators began purchasing large land
tracts. Henry Greenland is believed to have built a
house and a tavern on the Millstone River at Kingston in 1683.
Greenland’s daughter married Daniel Brinson and their son,
Barefoot Brinson, inherited the 300-acre property and built a
gristmill sometime before 1748 when Brinson died.
THE EARLIEST EUROPEAN SETTLERS
John Harrison, Sr. began to negotiate a clear title from the
Lenni Lenape in 1702. England’s Queen Anne, appointed Lewis
Morris as New Jersey’s second governor in that same year and
he petitioned the Proprietors of West Jersey for a patent to
make a dam on the Millstone River at Rocky Hill to open a mill.
By 1712, the Harrison family was operating the first grist mill in
Rocky Hill and, by 1735, there were about twenty residents in
the area. By 1735, there were several large property owners in
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the Millstone River valley. In 1758, the Treaty of Easton
confirmed title of the Lenni Lenape lands to the growing colony.
English Quakers were among the people from England who
immigrated to New Jersey and other areas during this
period. Grist mills and fulling mills soon appeared to
process the wheat and the flax and wool produced on
the growing farms. As more and more Europeans
settled in the valley, the remaining Native people were
pushed out.
Peter Kalm, an early Swedish naturalist, professor,
and traveler, came through the area in 1748 he saw a
hill covered with trees and several pieces of stone or
rock so big that they would have required three men to
roll them down. He called this place Rockhill. Later, the
village of Rocky Hill was for a time quaintly named “The
Devil’s Feather Bed.” A quarry later thrived in this area
after the Delaware & Raritan Canal was completed in
1834. The quarry at that time was addressed as being
in Rocky Hill, where it ran parallel to the Millstone River
between Kingston and Rocky Hill. The quarry survives,
though it is no longer considered in Rocky Hill but now
in Franklin Township on the Delaware & Raritan Canal.
English-speaking settlers from England, Scotland,
and Ireland soon outnumbered the Dutch in the MidAtlantic colonies. By the early 18 century, colonists
th

were purchasing large tracts of land from both the
Dutch and English land grant owners. Around the time
A picture commonly believed
to portray Pehr Kalm, although
some modern-day historians
have claimed it might well
portray Kalm's colleague Pehr
Gadd.

that New York and Philadelphia were becoming
established as leading colonial cities in the area, Griggstown
was being settled by farmers, the Griggs brothers and the
Veghte family. Other recorded names of early landowners in
this rural hamlet were Van Doren, Van Voorhees, Hoagland and
Cortelyou.

The Millstone River valley was ideally located as a

transportation center for agricultural and other products to
reach market centers. Improved roads and bridges were
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Kingston, mill and 4-arch
stone bridge (1793)

constructed which aided in the development of central New
Jersey and placed the area in an excellent position between
New York City and Philadelphia. Griggstown had an operating
copper mine on the river and Welsh miners came to work there
until up to the American Revolution. Roads were poor and
difficult to travel at that time.
While Griggstown remained rural, Kingston developed as a
transportation center being on the “post road” stagecoach
route between Trenton and New Brunswick. Its four-arch stone
bridge over the Millstone River survives as a reminder of earlier
times when General Washington’s troops passed through. The
stone bridge had replaced the earlier fragile bridges and sits 45miles to Philadelphia and 50-miles to New York City. Today, the
bridge is open to the public on foot where you may view a
former grist mill (now private).

Rockingham State Historic Site

THE AMERICAN REVOLUTION IN THE MILLSTONE
RIVER VALLEY
When the American War for Independence began, roads and
waterways such as those in the Millstone River Valley became
vital for moving troops and supplies. When a Scots-Irishman by
the name of John Honeyman moved to Griggstown in 1776,
locals were suspicious he might be a Tory. However,
masquerading as a loyalist butcher behind British lines, he
allegedly

secretly

supplied

Washington

with

valuable

information at Trenton.
After General George Washington and his troops surprised
the British and Hessians at Trenton on Christmas morning, they
marched through the night on the old Kings Highway to
Princeton with the intent to surprise the British in the morning.
On January 3, 1777, Washington’s tired and cold army met up
with the Redcoats at Princeton. The skirmish was short and the
British withdrew to New Brunswick. General Washington led his
troops to Kingston and there his generals decided to march
along the Millstone River on to Morris Town for the winter.
In 1778, General Washington led his troops from Hopewell
through Rocky Hill en route to the Battle of Monmouth, fought
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between June 27

th

and 28

th

at Monmouth Court House.

Washington paused to have tea with the widow of John Berrien
at “Rockingham,” the home of Mr. and Mrs. John Berrien.
Berrien was a well-to-do French Huguenot, who was a
lawyer and a judge in the New Jersey Supreme Court.
He had died in the Millstone River in 1772.
After 1780, the fighting moved to the South. In
1781, the French General Comte de Rochambeau led
his 5,500 French troops along the Millstone River in
August covering the 600-miles from Newport, Rhode
Island to Yorktown, Virginia. As the troops passed
through Rocky Hill, they saw the mills on the Millstone
River that were owned at that time by John Hart of
Hopewell, a signer of the Declaration of Independence.
The victory at the Battle of Yorktown on October 19,
1782 led to the end of the American Revolutionary War.
The Washington-Rochambeau Revolutionary Route
National Historic Trail is underway by the National Park
Service.
At the end of the Revolutionary War, the
Continental Congress adopted the name of a “Congress
of the Confederation” as they drafted the “Articles of
Confederation and Perpetual Union”—the precursor to
the United States Constitution. They met in numerous
locations which may be considered to have been United
States capitals. They had initially met at the Old
General Comte de Rochambeau

Pennsylvania State House (Independence Hall), in
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania (March 1, 1781 to June 21, 1783).
The next sessions were held at Nassau Hall, in Princeton, New
Jersey (June 30, 1783 to November 4, 1783), and later at the
Maryland State House, in Annapolis, Maryland (November 26,
1783 to August 19, 1784), the French Arms Tavern, in Trenton,
New Jersey (November 1, 1784 to December 24, 1784), and the
City Hall of New York (later known as “Federal Hall”), and in New
York City, New York (January 11, 1785 to Autumn 1788).
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Part of the reason the Congress left Philadelphia to await
the Treaty of Paris at Princeton was the large
numbers of soldiers gathering there, demanding
back pay, making delegates nervous of revolt.
Princeton was a small village, and when General
Washington arrived, there was no place for his
body guards and horses to stay. The former
Berrien farmhouse at Rocky Hill—now called
Rockingham State Historic Site—provided General
Washington and his guards with a lodgings.
During Washington’s stay, he wrote his “Farewell
Orders to the Armies of the United States,” read on
November 2, 1783 to the troops and officers at
West

Point.

The

General’s

expression

of

honorable humility in relinquishing command at
the conclusion of the war and returning to civilian
Top: George Washington
Bottom: Thomas Paine

life inspired a defusing of the tensions with troops
agitating for their pay at Philadelphia.
During the war, General Washington had been very interested
in a cure for small pox, which had caused many
deaths among both civilians and his troops. On the
evening of November 5, 1783, Washington and his
longtime friend, Thomas Paine, conducted a
scientific experiment at the Millstone River at Rocky
Hill. They needed the help of three officers to borrow
a boat. They were testing the methane gas that was
stirred up to see whether yellow fever was caused
by miasmas, or swamp gas. Epidemics of small pox,
yellow fever, and cholera were common but
scientists did not yet have knowledge of the
microorganisms responsible, making the cause of
such disease an important mystery. Paine believed
that foul air caused disease. The flammable gas
that they had stirred up from the mud was then
called “Will-O’-the-Wisp. It was in fact methane.
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Griggstown Bridgetender's
House

Rockingham State Historic Site has been moved three
times. The buildings can be visited by foot—if you are walking
along the paths on the Delaware & Raritan canal—or by car
from either Kingston or Rocky Hill. The site is in Franklin
Township and now has a Kingston address. Call ahead to
insure that the site is open.
TRANSPORTATION AND COMMERCE
In earlier times, people used horses to work their farms, to
get produce to market, for mail delivery, for visitations, and for
doctors to reach sick people. The “stagecoach era” in central
New Jersey began in 1737. Road improvement after the
Revolutionary War encouraged commercial endeavors and inns
and taverns and the growing commerce in central New Jersey
would eventually resulted in the “turnpike era” of the 20

th

century.
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Blackwells Mills Bridgetender's
House (1835)

Route 1 was completed in 1804 and the old King’s Highway
(Old Post Road) was improved in 1807. To encourage more
travel, inns and taverns proliferated along major roads. An ideal
location for a tavern was on a road at a bridge over a steam or
river, where coachmen would change horses. The Millstone
River Valley had several villages for rest stops.
The War of 1812 and the British blockade of the coast drew the
attention of businessmen who saw the need for a waterway
connecting the Delaware River with the tidewater of the Raritan
Bay at New Brunswick. In 1830, the New Jersey Legislature
granted a charter to the Delaware and Raritan Canal and Banking
Company. The canal opened in 1834 and it would enjoy its peak
years between 1860 and 1880. Between the Delaware, Millstone,
and Raritan rivers, elevation changes were gradual and minimal.
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Old Millstone Forge in
Millstone (pre-Revolutionary)

In 1864, a 2.93 mile railroad spur was constructed from
Kingston to a brick factory sitting between Rocky Hill and
Griggstown that in 1907 became the prosperous Atlantic Terra
Cotta Company (plant #3).
Property began to be sold in smaller parcels which enabled
entrepreneurs to develop small businesses. The Industrial
Revolution reached even the smallest villages. As railroads
began to crisscross the state, canal business steadily declined.
The last run of the railroad spur to Rocky Hill was in 1928 but a
line that ran to the Kingston quarry operated until the mid-20

th

century. The Rocky Hill Quarry Company was also growing
during this business boomlet. By 1909, the name was changed
to the Delaware River Quarry Company and, during the Great
Depression, was reopened in 1933 as the Kingston Traprock
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East Millstone, Franklin Inn

quarry, which still operated today.
Mills on the Millstone River continued to operate into the
early 20 century. Both Rocky Hill and Kingston had large mill
th

complexes which processed flour, cider, lumber, plaster, and
textiles. Griggstown also had a stamping mill for separating
copper ore. The best place to see an old grist mill is in Kingston.
The mill was rebuilt after a fire in 1888. When you stand on the
bridge by the mill at the Millstone River, you will be walking in
the spot where General Washington and his weary soldiers
crossed the Millstone River after the Battle of Princeton.
There is limited free parking which would allow you to also
observe the old lock at Kingston. An interpretive house next to
the lock is open on weekends and there is also a
walking/bicycle path going either towards Princeton or towards
Rocky Hill.
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THE MILLSTONE VILLAGE AND HISTORIC DISTRICT
The district occupies a mere 0.6 square mile piece of real
estate. It was once called Somerset Courthouse because for
almost 50 years in the mid-18

th

century, it was important

enough to be the county seat and a major crossroad of northsouth, east west travel. This strategic location
brought opposing armies here again and again during
the American Revolution. A daring foray of the
Loyalist Queen’s Rangers, led by Col. John Simcoe
burned the courthouse and jail, thus changing the
name back to Millstone. After the British burned the
courthouse in 1779, the seat was moved to
Somerville.
The Old Forge Museum is in what was once a
blacksmith shop, which may date to the late 17

th

century. It is believed to be the oldest operating
blacksmith shop in the United States. George
Washington stopped at the John van Duren house in
1754. The historic district also includes the Van Liew
house (c. 1834) on the north side of the Amwell Road
by the canal. In front of the historic Dutch Reformed
Church and graveyard is an Indian mortar for grinding
grain. Some believe that this is the origin of the name
John Simcoe

“Millstone.” An 1860 one-room schoolhouse now
serves at the municipal building.
East Millstone
Once the Van Liew homestead, the Franklin Inn was briefly
the command headquarters of British General Cornwallis
during the American Revolution. The Vroom House dates from
the 1860s and was built in the Italianate style for the owner of
a factory that produced cornhusk mattresses. It later became
the Fleischmann Distillery, the major industry in East Millstone
for 30 years. Blackwells Mills has a picturesque bridge tender’s
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house and garden. The mill that was on the other side of the
river/canal, however, is long gone.
River Road Historic District
Running through Montogomery and Hillsborough, the
district reminds travelers of its prosperous agricultural past
along River Road on the west side of the river. The Van DerveerCampbell Farm is one of several that have been placed in the
Farmland Preservation Program, assuring that they will remain
farms in perpetuity. Farm houses in the area range from Dutch
vernacular to the post-Victorian, including barns, and
outbuildings. The descendants of the Dutch settlers—the
Beekmans, Hoaglands, Bairds, Van Deveers, Whychoffs and
Staats—still live in the valley.
The Millstone Valley Scenic Byway (N.R. 2009) also includes
the following registered Historic Districts and Sites:


Historic Delaware & Raritan Canal



King’s Highway/Lincoln Highway Historic District



Kingston Village Historic District



Rockingham State Historic Site



Rocky Hill Historic District



Griggstown Historic district



River Road Historic District



Millstone alley Agricultural District



Millstone Historic District



East Millstone Historic District



Six Mile Run Historic District
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