On a stormy December night in 1905, a young
heroine helped an express passenger train
avert disaster in Trenton...
by Gordon Bond
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T

he young woman was running hard through that rainy
night early in December 1905, shouting for help. A
flagman at Trenton’s Calhoun Street railroad crossing
emerged from his shack at the commotion. She told him
breathlessly she had seen the remains of a shed that had been
blown down by the fierce winds lying in the middle of the tracks
further along. She realized the danger the mass of debris posed to
the oncoming train she had heard rumbling through the dark. The
flagman ran towards its locomotive’s headlamps and managed to
get the engineer’s attention in time for him to bring his train to a
halt just before the pile of lumber. All were grateful to the young
woman who had alerted them to the peril, but she had disappeared
into the gloom before they could thank her.
The mystery of who she was briefly caught the attention of the
press well beyond that corner of New Jersey’s capital city. About a
week later, however, on December 11th, they were at last able to
report the heroine’s name: Miss Nellie Hand.
I first encountered the story of Nellie Hand in a 1951 book by the
renowned Garden State historian, John T. Cunningham, titled,
“Railroading in New Jersey.” It was a collection of columns he had
been assigned to write throughout 1950 for the Newark News,
tracing the long history of the railroad in the state—indeed, the first
steam locomotive in the United States had chugged around a
circular track on the Hoboken estate of Col. John Stevens in 1825.
Cunningham described how rail travel had entered the public
imagination through both fictional adventures involving trains and
real life dramas like this:
They read with admiration, for example, of Miss Nellie Hand of
Trenton, who on December 11, 1905, saw her duty and did it.
She was walking home that dark and stormy night when she
spied a shed blown down in the Reading Railroad tracks.
Grabbing a lantern from a nearby crossing, Miss Nellie dashed
up the tracks and furiously waved to the engineer of the Trenton
to New York train. The train screeched to a halt, but the heroine
disappeared into the gloom.
It was a brief mention, but enough to make me wonder if I could
learn more about Miss Hand and her heroic deed.
A search of online newspapers using the websites
www.genealogybank.com and www.newspapers.com turned up
articles in a variety of newspapers throughout the country. What is
most extraordinary, however, was how widely the accounts
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differed—including the quote she allegedly directly gave to
reporters describing the event.
Ironically, while her hometown newspaper, The Trenton Evening
Times, ran a piece about her, perhaps the most detailed I came
across comes from The Repository, a newspaper from canton,
Ohio! They made sure to point out she was “a pretty girl,” and “very
modest about her deed.” She may very well have been all those
things, of course, but it feels like an effort was being exerted to cast
her as the ideal heroine for 1905 sensibilities. According to this
report, she was quoted as explaining:

Picking up
his red
lantern I
ran with all
my might
down the
track
toward the
approaching
train.

The night I flagged the train I was returning home from work,
walking on the railroad track. It was a fearful night. After I had
walked a short distance I heard a tremendous crash and saw
that a heavy building near the outer track had collapsed, and
that the large timbers completely covered the track for some
distance. I remembered that the fast Philadelphia express was
due in a few seconds. I ran to a shanty where John Mullen, an
aged flagman, is stationed. Picking up his red lantern I ran with
all my might down the track toward the approaching train. I
waved the lantern furiously ad the locomotive bore down upon
me. The engineer saw the signal and stopped the train just in
time. Then I knew the danger was over and I dropped the
lantern and ran home. That is all there is to it.
Mr. Cunningham erred in one detail in particular. The heroic act
did not take place on December 11th—that was the date of the
newspaper reports that she had been identified. The Ohio version
matches his in one key aspect, however—the image of plucky
young Nellie grabbing a lantern and running down the pitch-black
track in petticoats to save the day. Yet this was the only version I
found that had her running with the lantern.
The Boston Daily Globe gave a different description allegedly
also from Hand’s own lips:
I was walking along the railroad track in the storm on my way
home from Cook’s pottery, when I came upon a lot of heavy
timbers which had been blown from a coal shed and lay across
the tracks. It was so dark that I knew a locomotive engineer
would not be able to see it.
For a moment I did not know what to do. While in
hesitation I heard the whistle of a locomotive and saw the
headlight far up the track. I knew I had to do something quickly,
and so I ran as hard as I could to the flag station at Calhoun st
[sic] and had the train flagged just before it reached the lumber.
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This version includes one important detail—where specifically
she was working. Cook Pottery Company got its start when Charles
H. Cook bought up Ott & Brewer Pottery in 1894. It had achieved
special notice in the industry when it produced a pitcher in
commemoration of Spanish-American War hero Admiral George
Dewey in 1899—an item still sought by collectors. It remained in
business until the Great Depression.
But note how she supposedly “had the train flagged.” That word
“had” seems to indicate it was the flagman, John Mullen—who is
not named in these other accounts—who stopped the train.
Another version appearing in The Indianapolis Star also seems to
indicate it was the flagman:
While I was thinking what would be the best to do I heard the
whistle of a locomotive and saw a headlight far up the track. I
knew I had to do something quickly, so I ran as hard as I could
to the flagman at Calhoun street. I told him of the obstruction
and had the train flagged.

I knew I
had to do
something
quickly.

It is a minor enough point, since it was still her quick thinking
that alerted the flagman regardless of who actually ran off with
the lantern. Though no other account I found named John
Mullen, I was able to find him in the 1905 New Jersey State
Census. Hailing from Ireland, he was age 65 and seems to have
been living with his children, 24-year-old Margaret and 22-year
old Martin. He was identified as a “R.R. Flagman,” and son Martin
as a “R.R. Conductor.”
Other details from the articles confirm some other facts from
Cunningham’s version. It was a Reading Railroad passenger train,
though at the time the company was still known as the
Philadelphia and Reading. This may have been what Nellie meant
by the “Philadelphia train.” That it was evidently an express
passenger train, however, meant any derailment might have had
even more dire consequences.
The articles also offer more clues about Nellie Hand—she was
described as the daughter of William Hand of 31 Mechanics
Avenue. Five years later, the 1910 U.S. Census shows the family
still living on the same street, though at house number 55, meaning
they had either moved or the house numbers had been changed in
the intervening years. Nellie is age 23, meaning, though she was
described as being a “little girl” in the Boston article, she was in fact
a woman of 18 at the time of her heroism. Her father, William, was
a 47-year-old born in England and her mother, Harriet, a 45-yearold born in New Jersey to parents from England. Interestingly, while
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Location of the Cook Pottery
Company, where Nellie Hand
was working and began her
fateful walk home.
The P&R Railroad crossing at N.
Calhoun Street, and where she
saw the blown-over shed from
Lawshe Coal Company.
51 Mechanics Avenue, the home
she shared with her family and
where she was walking to that
stormy night.

Adapted from Insurance Maps of Trenton, Mercer Co., New
Jersey. [New York]: Sanborn-Perris Map Company, 1890. via:
http://library.princeton.edu/libraries/firestone/rbsc/aids/
sanborn/mercer/trenton.html
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the 1910 has Nellie born in New Jersey, the 1900 Census listed her
as being born in England and coming to America in 1888 with her
mother to meet William who arrived in 1883. She had a younger 18year-old brother, Frank, a younger sister, Dorothy, 7, and another
brother, Albert, 12. Both parents and Frank all worked in the pottery
industry, William as a “presser,” Harriet a “painter,” and Frank a
“laborer.” Nellie had described walking home from work at Cook’s
pottery that fateful 1905 night, but by 1910 she was listed as a
“servant” doing “house work.”
She had a long walk from work to home on Mechanics Avenue,
and the tracks that wove throughout the industrial areas provided
additional paths. There were two railroad grade crossings across
Calhoun Street, as seen on the 1908 Sanborn Fire Insurance Map
(see illustration). The one to the east, away from State Street and
the Delaware River, was likely the line on which she had seen the
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I suddenly
bumped into
a big lot of
wood.

debris—that was the Philadelphia and Reading Railroad (P&R) line.
Six tracks crossed Calhoun Street, heading east through yards that
met with local industry sidings, and on to a passenger terminal at
North Warren Street that fronted onto Trenton Battle Monument
park.
Where she came across the wind-blown coal shed is revealed
by yet another account attributed to her from the Trenton Evening
Times: “ . . . I suddenly bumped into a big lot of wood, which was
the coal shed of Lawshe’s yard.” David Lawshe’s Coal Yard is
identified on the 1908 Sanborn map, just off the south side of
Calhoun Avenue. While in this version she does not witness the
actual collapse of the structure as in the Ohio that the version
describes the shed as being on an outside track makes sense
looking at the position of the buildings on the Sanborn map.
Cunningham’s account claimed that, once found, she refused
the reward offered by the Reading Railroad, selflessly stating
“Anyone would have done it.” It isn’t clear where Cunningham
found this, but the articles I found did not mention it. Indeed, the
piece in the Trenton Evening Times suggests the contrary, quoting
her as telling the reporter, “I have not received any reward from the
railroad company but hope that they will recognize what I did for
their men.” Whether this was a hint or not is uncertain, but I could
find no subsequent reports as to recognition.
The 1920 Census finds her parents, William, Harriet, and
siblings, Frank, Albert, and Dorothy, living together, still in Trenton,
but now at 127 Franklin Street. William is still working as a
“presser” in the pottery industry, but Harriet has no occupation,
Frank is a weaver at a wool factory, Albert a machinist for an
automaker, and Dorothy a worker at a watch factory. Nellie,
however, is missing.
“Miss Nellie Hand” periodically appears in The Trenton Evening
Times social columns. She had achieved enough local importance
that her comings and goings were deemed worthy of mention—a
roughly 3.5-mile trip by “Miss Nellie Hand, of Mechanics Avenue,”
for instance, to visit “Miss Florence Cope, of Johnson Avenue,” on
April 1, 1909, and again that May 2nd. Given the street name, this is
almost certainly the same woman. She was also among those
noted as present that November (along with the aforementioned
Miss Florence Cope) at a surprise birthday party for one Edward J.
Leighton, Jr. She was an active member of the Young Ladies’
Friendly Society and participated in plays put on “by the young
people of St. James Church.” In June of 1918, a Nellie Hand was
listed among those graduating from Trenton’s School of Industrial
Arts. In August of 1921, she was noted for visiting Lake Side Park,
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Where the Cook Pottery Company used
to stand on Prospect Street. None of
the 1905 buildings appear to survive.
GoogleMaps

The Fairway Drive entrance to the
present apartment complex runs
roughly where the train tracks crossed
Calhoun Street (lower right). Lawshe’s
Coal Company stood about where the
apartments are at center-right. The
blown-over shed was likely somewhere
beyond the black SUV.
GoogleMaps

in neighboring Hamilton, with her sister. Assuming this to all be the
same person, it seems she did not marry. The last newspaper
references I found was from 1930, when “Miss Nellie Hand” was
listed with those who had sent floral tributes to the funeral of
Joseph Clee of Yardley, NJ.
The only “Nellie Hand” appearing in New Jersey for the 1930
U.S. Census was a 74-year-old woman living in West Cape May,
listed as an aunt to the head of the household, Walter H. Savage.
She is listed as Nellie L. Hand, hinting at a middle name. The issue
with that, however, is she would have been born in 1856, yet if this

is the same Nellie Hand that was 18 in 1905, she would have been
born in 1887. What makes this a particular question mark is that
while the age entered is clearly 74, www.Ancestry.com records the
birth year as “abt 1856 [abt 1886]” The alternative years is in line
with the Nellie of the story, yet they do not explain where this
alternative came from. www.Findagrave.com lists a Nellie L. Hand
buried at Cold Spring Presbyterian Cemetery, Cape May, with the
dates 1855–1938. So perhaps this is not the same woman?
Trenton has certainly changed a lot since 1905. The train tracks
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51 Mechanics Avenue as it appears
today (center, with the red awning) was
the Hand family home in 1905 and
appears to be the only surviving
building associated with the story.
GoogleMaps

are gone, as are the Cook Pottery Company buildings.
Nevertheless, a faint trace of the tracks can be discerned from
linear wooded sections and the angle of some roads. Where the
Lawshe’s Coal Company stood is now an apartment complex. The
narrow two-story row house at 51 Mechanic Avenue (as well as 55)
that Nellie and her family called home remains standing in a rough
and tumble neighborhood.
In a way, it is for the best that the name of Miss Nellie Hand is
only dimly remembered after 113 years. Had she not happened
upon the debris on the tracks and acted as quick as she did, we
might instead recall a tragic day in 1905, when commuters lost
their lives in a terrible Trenton train wreck.
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