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A

“Railroading In New Jersey,” by
the late John T. Cunningham
was an eBay score which
inspired this article and upon
which it is based.

s I write this, commuting residents of the
Garden State are hearing that New Jersey
Transit’s predictions of a September 5 th
completion of track work at New York City’s Penn
Station came true. Billed as “the summer from hell,”
their daily grind has been plagued by mangled
schedules and even derailments. Ostensibly, such is
their tradeoff to permit long-overdue maintenance to
a strained and aging rail transit system. While
perhaps small solace, the beleaguered New Jersey
commuter has a long and fascinating heritage.
Ever since Benjamin Franklin allegedly described
New Jersey as a keg tapped at both ends, the Garden
State has wrestled with the dual identities of being
both a destination in its own right and a place passed
through between two of the northeast’s major urban
centers—New York to the east across the Hudson
River, and Philadelphia to the west across the
Delaware River. When the railroad emerged as a
practical means of transportation in the 1830s, early
tracks tended to trace routes more or less aligning
with that corridor. While the trans-Delaware route into
the City of Brotherly Love has a rich history all its own,
the growth of Manhattan and environs has come to dominate
the definition of what it means to be a rail commuter in New
Jersey. The land across on the Jersey side of the Hudson,
especially at Newark and Jersey City, quickly became premium
real estate for railroad developers seeking to link with the
metropolis, first via ferries and later ambitious tunneling.
“Let New Jersey’s first commuter remain anonymous,”
declared the renowned New Jersey history writer John T.
Cunningham in his 1951 classic, “Railroading in New Jersey.”
Compiled from a series of sixteen articles he had written for
the magazine section of The Newark Sunday News between
January 7th and April 29th in 1951, and published by the
Associated Railroads of New Jersey, the book gave an
overview of the state’s long association with railroads—
everything from Colonel John Stevens’ 1825 experiments with
steam locomotion on tracks in Hoboken to Thomas Rogers’
Paterson factory manufacturing steam “Iron Horses” to
development of new safety devices.
“It’s much easier to picture him than to identify him,”
Cunningham explained, “mainly because he probably didn’t
even recognize himself as a true commuter until he had been
at the habit for at least two decades. He knew, however, that he
wanted to sleep in the country and work in the city, come high
water of its traditional counterpart.”
During the 18th and early 17th centuries, most people lived
and worked in the same place. A “commute” was a walk across
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Morris and Essex Railroad
Company mortgage bond, 1900.

a field or downstairs to a shop. The separation
between home and work grew with the
industrial revolution, both in terms of social
norms and distance. Major factory-owners who
needed large work forces might build company
towns where workers and their families lived.
The better-off might have horses or afford
stagecoach fares for business travel, but most
laborers worked within an hour’s walking
distance of home. Early streetcars called
omnibuses, pulled along rails by horse, provided
some public transportation within cities such
as Newark. The advent of steam-powered
locomotives, however, able to pull cars full of
freight or paying passengers, opened up new
possibilities and markets.
Cunningham may have liked the romantic
idea of a mythical anonymous proto-commuter lost in the
mists of time, but he did identify one particularly early
incarnation. In 1841, a Mr. Lathrop of Madison, NJ, was said to
have laid out $100 to ride on the Morris & Essex Railroad
between there and Newark for six months. He wasn’t alone in
taking advantage of this new mode of transportation. Around
the same time, according to Cunningham, a Mr. King of
Morristown traveled some three hours each way via train and
ferry into New York. These days, commuters complain when
they can’t find a seat, but Mr. King intentionally stood the whole
way, at least for the rail portion of his journey. This exhibition of
stamina was a matter of personal safety. Prior to the advent
steel and its use by railroads, iron rails had a habit of failing
under the stress. Loose rails were known to sometimes writhe
up and through the floor of the coaches, usually risking the
impalement of anyone sitting since the seats were right above
the rails. Known as a “snake head,” the prospect of such grisly
impalement evidently concerned Mr. King enough that he
remained standing in the aisle between as a precaution against
such calamity. It is not mentioned how often or for how long he
commuted, but it was intimated that after introduction of the
structurally stronger “T” profiles rail, Mr. King found it
sufficiently safe to at last sit down.
As might be expected, this form of travel appealed mostly
to those of means who already had the sort of life where they
could afford the time to travel between their work in New York
City and a home in the countryside of New Jersey. Many
executives were already “commuters” before the term existed,
using horse-drawn carriages and ferries. Trains offered them a
new means and the railroad companies soon recognized the
advantages of attracting this market. They came up with the
idea of a flat rate fare that would allow the rider to repeat the
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The Brick Church stop in East
Orange was established thanks
to Morris & Essex commuter,
Matthias Ogden Halstead.

same trip as many times as needed over the specific period of
time their ticket was valid. The longer the period, the cheaper
individual trips would be—a sort of bulk discount. Such tickets
were called “commuted fares,” which makes sense if you think
about how when a judge reduces a penalty on the convicted, it
is called a “commuted sentence.” Holders of such fares came
to be known as “commuters” and the recurring act of riding
under the special fares “commuting” or “to commute.”
Such arrangements made commuting by train more
practical and by 1843 companies were actively competing in
New Jersey for riders. In November of that year, the New
Jersey Railroad company was even lauded by a newspaper
editor for offering a free ferry ticket to commuters between
New Brunswick and New York. By contrast, it was pointed out
the Paterson & Hudson River Railroad was charging the
same—50 cents—to go from Paterson to New York but did not
include the free ferry ride. The editor even went so far as to
attribute the economic growth of New Brunswick, Rahway,
Elizabeth, and Newark (all on the New Jersey Railroad line) on
such wise business practices!
In at least one instance, going out of their way towards
meeting a commuter’s specific needs paid off for a railroad.
When New York merchant Matthias Ogden Halstead accepted
a hundred-acre farm in East Orange, New Jersey, as payment
for a debt, he discovered it was a fine location to build a new
house for his family. His Manhattan friends were also suitably
impressed—enough to request he subdivide the property and
sell them the lots. Situated near the Morris & Essex Railroad
line, Halstead managed to convince them to stop a train in
front of his newly built fine white home to pick him up in the
morning and drop him off at night! In return for this custom
service, Halstead agreed to finance construction of a depot
near the Second Presbyterian Church of Orange, known locally
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simply as the “brick church.” Later, the Delaware, Lackawanna
and Western Railroad built a more substantial elevated station
which is New Jersey Transit’s present day “Brick Church” stop.
“The increase in the local passenger and freight business is
very large,” Cunningham quoted from the Central Railroad of
New Jersey’s 1854 annual report, “owing to the fact that the
easterly end of the line is peopled with parties residing in the
country with their families but doing business in New York.”
As commuting by train became more practical, it set into
motion a symbiosis between the railroads and the
development of suburban “commuter towns” that promoted
proximity to rail lines as an inducement to prospective
homeowners and businesses. The commuting life became
increasingly accessible to more than just the executive and
merchant types, further feeding community growth and
creating increased demand.
In order to compete, railroads reduced the cost of their
commuted fares. Back in 1839, Cunningham reports, the
United New Jersey Railroad and Canal Company had only
“three heads of families” that availed themselves of an annual
flat fee of $120, paid in advance. By their 1859 annual report,
they found it advantageous to drop that to $65 annually as
“scores of additional commuters had been added.”
Such expansions of business were not without headaches.
Some commuters were in arrears, others demanded refunds if
they hadn’t used their ticket the full year, other still let friends
borrow their tickets. There were also those who took full
advantage of the system, using it to ride back and forth several
times in a day. Such abuses, the report asserted, frequently
“involved persons of high respectability.” Worse, though
perhaps inevitable, such a system also attracted the more
criminally-inclined. The dates on tickets indicating when they
were valid were discovered to have been altered and even
wholly counterfeit fares were found.
Thanks to those who abused or cheated the system,
railroads could find themselves losing money on commuter
lines, often compensating by cutting service or hiking fares—a
dynamic that will be all too familiar to today’s riders.
Cunningham highlighted a case in 1858, for example, where
outraged commuters staged something of a revolt.
On February 16, 1858, the Newark newspaper Centinel of
Freedom included among the sundry items under their “Local
Matters” column a short announcement:
Increase of Fares.—The Orange Journal says the
Morris and Essex Railroad Company have
determined to raise the price of commutation
tickets 50 per cent. above the former rates, viz:
$37.50 per annum from Orange to Newark, and
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single trip tickets from 12 to 15 cents.
These rates are to be proportionately
increased along the whole length of
the road.

The term “omnibus” came from
the Latin meaning “for all” and
was used to describe horsedrawn public transportation of
the early 19th century. The
modern “bus” is derived from
omnibus.

Then, as now, no commuter meets news of a
fare hike favorably. On March 2nd, the same
paper was reporting “A large meeting of
citizens of Orange, consisting principally of
property holders and commuters . . . to take
into consideration the recent advance in
fares on the Morris & Essex Railroad.” A
committee was formed, complete with
officers, and a plan formulated to do more
than complain. Should the M&E fail to meet their demand that
fares be returned to their former rates, “a line of half hourly
omnibuses between Orange and this city [Newark] will be
immediately put on . . . a bill to charter a company for this
purpose was noticed on Monday in the House of Assembly by
Mr. Booth of this city.” They estimate between 60 and 100
Orange residents made use of the M&E to commute to New
York—not an inconsequential patronage to lose.
In other words, they would create a new omnibus company
specifically to be able to take their business away from the
Morris & Essex Railroad. How effective this was depended on
who one asked. The newspapers in the Orange area insisted
the omnibus was enjoying a thriving business “beyond what its
most sanguine friends predicted.” The M&E, however, never
deigned to acknowledge it, at least not officially. The rates were
never lowered, but some noticed that the service started to
improve to at least provide justification, though the managers
would never admit the rider revolt had anything to do with it.
Regardless, it was good enough that customers started drifting
back—the train was still a better bargain. By the time of the
Civil War, the omnibus service ceased.
Despite such headaches, New Jersey’s railroads understood
passenger service was now part of the business and sought
creative ways to capitalize. The growth of communities along
their lines made it in their favor to help promote suburban real
estate, creating new customers in the process. The Erie
Railroad, for instance, encouraged newspaper readers to “lose
no time in selecting your property” in that “mecca of suburban
dwellers” of Bergen County, adding that in doing so, one would
make “your children and your children’s children rise up and call
you blessed”—whatever that meant. The Central Railroad of
New Jersey even formed the New Jersey Central Land
Improvement Company to cash in on real estate development
along their lines. Through such railroad investments, by 1880
the suburban neighborhood began to supplant many erstwhile
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sleepy villages, altering forever the New Jersey landscape in a
way that wouldn’t be seen again until the age of ubiquitous
popular ownership of the automobile.
As suburban commuter living became more of a norm in
New Jersey it naturally expanded to include a broader
demographic. Nevertheless, it was still a feature of upper class
status. The well-to-do who settled in Morristown and Madison
were influential enough that by 1883 the Morris & Essex
launched its famed Morristown Banker’s Express train
specifically to meet their needs. Departing each morning from
Morristown at 8:23 and returning from Hoboken at 4:15 in the
evening, it was given priority over all other trains and stopped
only at Madison, making the trip in a mere 50 minutes each
way. The deluxe cars were pulled by the polished locomotive
Centennial and its engineer, Ben Day, became something of a
local celebrity. The implication of such a train, of course, was
that some people could afford to work only from 9 to 4.
As for the rest of the commuting public, those from Orange
were once more incensed by the Morris & Essex Railroad in
1888. A committee of customers from South Orange, Short
Hills, Summit, Madison, and Morristown petitioned the M&E
about problems with their schedules and requesting an
express service with no stops between Hoboken and South
Orange. That would cut the total time to Morristown to around
65 minutes from the usual hour and 40 minutes it had then
been taking. Among those behind the petition were leading
businessmen of the area, such as William E. Badeau, a
manufacturing stationer, and J. Hamilton Savage, a New York
stock broker. In South Orange alone they managed to collect
over a hundred signatures in less than an hour.
The M&E, at first, was slow to respond, and residents were
soon looking to woo the New York and Greenwood Lake
Railway. The railway had Jersey roots, having been established
in 1867 as the Montclair Railway by Julius Pratt who had
successfully petitioned to rename West Bloomfield, New
Jersey, as Montclair. It ran between Croxton section of Jersey
City and Sterling Forest, New York. Financially unstable,
however, it went into receivership and was reorganized in 1875
as the Montclair and Greenwood Lake Railway and again in
1878 as the New York and Greenwood Lake Railway, under the
control of the Erie Railroad.
The July 13, 1888 edition of the Jersey Journal included a
front page mention titled “Handsome New Greenwood Lake
R.R. Equipment.” It described the twenty new coaches the Ohio
Falls Company had constructed and delivered for the railroad
to use on a new express servicing Orange and Montclair, which
they enthused “are not surpassed in comfort and elegance
upon any road in the country. They are spacious and airy, with
large windows fitted with the convenient roller shades, which
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The novelty of
oak, mahogany,
polished bronze,
and plush
cushions was no
match for
sleeping in a
little longer on a
cold morning.

are used in the Pullman cars. The entire interior finish is in oak,
with the ceiling panels trimmed with mahogany and tastefully
bordered in gold and wood tints. The interior metal work is of
polished bronze, and the seats cushioned with crimson plush,
with the backs covered with olive plush, are models of comfort.
The cars are lighted by gas and will be heated with steam. The
patrons of the Greenwood Lake Road are to be congratulated
upon a management which, after a reduction of one-third in the
running time over its road, and of 20 per cent in the price of
commutation tickets, decided that it can make no further
reductions, and begins at once to increase its provisions for the
comfort and convenience of its patrons.”
Such well-appointed amenities were enough to attract
disaffected M&E commuters . . . for all of about three months.
As with the earlier revolt, the M&E eventually made
improvements to their service. What may have weighed more
in the decision to return, however, was how for many getting to
the NY&GLR depot required an omnibus ride clear across town,
defeating the advantage of an express. The novelty of oak,
mahogany, polished bronze, and plush cushions was no match
for sleeping in a little longer on a cold morning.
By 1900, an estimated 50,000 commuters rode trains to
New York. There was, however, a weak link in the chain—having
to transfer to a ferry across the Hudson River to reach
Manhattan. So commuters were happy to see the completion
of the Hudson & Manhattan Tubes in 1908, allowing them
direct access to the city.
There was also a limitation on how fast early trains could
travel imposed by the means of getting them stopped again.
Locomotives had brakes, of course, but the momentum of the
cars behind it would naturally cause them to bash into one
another as they bunched up behind the slowing engine. There
were several problems with this. One was how it could damage
the coupler mechanism resulting in money lost to increased
repair and replacement. Another was that it could make for a
decidedly uncomfortable ride as passengers were whiplashed
by the slacking motions (which also risked damage to cargo on
freight trains). If a train were going fast enough or had to stop
suddenly in an emergency, it could very well jackknife and
wreck. Top speeds, therefore, needed to take all this into
account—especially on a commuter train that would, by nature,
be making frequent stops along the way.
An early solution was to make sure rail cars had their own
independent brakes, but these had to be set by hand.
Brakemen would be assigned to a train to manually engage the
brakes on the cars as the engineer applied the engine brakes in
order to slow the string of cars down enough that the
locomotive brake could bring the train to a stop. This job was
especially harrowing on freights, where the brakemen had to
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Brakemen on freight trains had to
walk on top of the cars to
manually set the brakes. George
Westinghouse became a wealthy
man when he invented a train air
brake system.

walk over the tops of the cars to get to the wheel they needed
to turn to tighten a given brake. Walking on moving, swaying
railcars, in all kind of weather, took nerves of steel. It was a little
easier on a passenger train, where the conductor/brakeman
could at least walk inside the shelter of the passenger cars
from one to another.
Nevertheless, this was still an inefficient way of getting a
train stopped that limited practical speeds, endangered men’s
lives, and could cause accidents if not done properly. The
answer came in a mechanism patented by George
Westinghouse on March 5, 1868—the railway air brake. This
permitted all the individual brakes on the cars to be applied by
the engineer more or less at the same time using air pressure
that passed through hoses between them down the length of
the train. By braking the train as a whole, speed could be
brought down by a far more steady and controlled
deceleration. In 1893, the U.S. government passed the Safety
Appliance Act, requiring railroads to begin phasing in the
Westinghouse air brake system, which (along with other
technological developments) made rail travel both faster and
safer—and Westinghouse a very wealthy man.
The distinction of having the first railroads ever chartered in
the Americas meant the industry has been an important
catalyst for economic, industrial, and community growth in
New Jersey since the 1830s. Yet this growth came at a cost,
especially in the early days when companies were granted
monopolies on certain lines. There was a reason New Jersey
was once known as the “State of Camden & Amboy,” reflecting
the robust political influence the Camden and Amboy Rail Road
and Transportation Company (C&A) wielded after being
chartered on February 4, 1830. The State owned shares in the
company and managed to discharge half its debt thanks to the
dividends. So while the relationship encouraged growth and
increased revenues, the State was then somewhat beholden. If
a politician wanted to run for office in a town or county where
C&A tracks ran through, it was an open secret they needed to
get the railroad’s blessing.
Other short line companies would become established to
serve local needs, and later begin a convoluted process of
mergers to create competing networks. These days, New
Jersey’s commuters by rail most-likely ride New Jersey Transit
trains. While some take PATH into Manhattan or SEPTA and
PACTO into Philadelphia, NJT is the main single carrier. Prior to
its inception in 1979, however, a variety of companies
competed for rights-of-way and business. While such
competition determined rates, the commuter was often
something of a captive audience. Once they invested in making
a home in rural or suburban New Jersey by working in urban
New Jersey (Newark, Jersey City, Camden, etc.) or over in
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Manhattan or Philadelphia, they would be unlikely to move over
a rate hike by the railroad with the most convenient station.
They might rally and revolt, as the good people of Orange had
against the Morris & Essex, even using the wooing of a
competitor as leverage. Yet, while they won some concessions,
they invariably drifted back to the paths of least resistance,
remaining with the M&E. Convenience is a powerful influence
with something you have to do every day.
Yet whatever reasonable balance competition managed to
impose between affordable quality service and turning a profit
seemed to go out the proverbial window for New Jersey rail
commuters in 1911. All the major commuter railroads
throughout the state appeared to be announcing rate hikes at
more or less the same time, suggesting collusion. Individual
railroads might compete for business, but given how trapped
their customers were, working together could sometimes be
more profitable. Price fixing and manipulation was nothing new
in the industry. As before, the commuters’ interests were
defended by hastily convened public groups—in this case, by the
Commuters League of New Jersey. However, unlike previous
revolts, this one at least had a state agency to appeal to.
Concerns over abuses by the railroads became great
enough that in 1907 the New Jersey Board of Railroad
Commissioners was created and empowered to have general
supervision of all railroads operating within the State.
Subsequently, in 1910, the Board of Railroad Commissioners
was changed to the Board of Public Utility Commissioners and
the duties expanded by extending its regulatory jurisdiction
over all public utilities included “ . . . every railroad, express,
street railway, traction, canal, subway, pipe line, gas, electric
light, heat and power, water, sewer, telephone, telegraph . . .
operating within the State of New Jersey for public use under
privileges granted by the State.” In 1911, partly in response to
the Commuters League, then-Governor Woodrow Wilson
signed legislation that further-expanded the Board’s
jurisdiction to give it the widest range of regulatory power over
public utilities—including the rates charged by commuter
railroads. Between appealing to the PUC as well as the federal
Interstate Commerce Commission (ICC), the railroads were
forced to revise their rates schedules. It was the first time in
some 70 years that commuters had such a regulatory body to
bring complaints before.
Once the province of the wealthy few, by the 20th century
commuting by train had become part of the daily grind for
thousands of New Jerseyans of all kinds, lost in a sea of bodies
waiting on platforms for trains to cram themselves into.
Though a somewhat impersonal experience, a few commuters
rose out of the anonymous masses to achieve momentary
recognition for some extreme in commuting. In 1913, for
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example, Frederick H. Smith of Newark was
acclaimed by a newspaper as the “world’s
champion commuter” for his 62 year record of
traveling between Newark and New York—
meaning he had started in 1850, when, as
Cunningham commented, “commuting was
really rough.”
By the 1920s, those who began
commuting by train in the 1860s were coming
on the fifty-year mark and made for interesting
newspaper fillers. Cunningham listed “such
famed ones as Captain John Hillyer Palmer of
East Orange, Addison S. Day of Chatham, J. Z.
Demarest of Closter, James H. Stout of Upper
Montclair, Lucious F. Spencer of Passaic,
Thomas N. Reeves of Newark, and C. Symmes
Kiggins of Elizabeth.”
In 1926, the Central Railroad of New Jersey opened their
new Newark Bay Bridge, a four-track railroad bridge that had
four main lift spans. It replaced an outdated two-track bascule
draw bridge built in 1901—which, in turn, had replaced an 1864
wooden draw bridge. It was demolished in the 1980s, but when
it was built it was a point of pride for the CNJ. The Jersey
Journal for November 18, 1926 boasted “Never before has
such a system of draws been put into operation in the New
Jersey section of the metropolitan region,” and how this “latest
improvement is further proof of the great development era now
in full swing here.” On hand at the opening was one of the longlived commuters from Cunningham’s list, C. Symmes Kiggins
of Elizabeth.
According to the 1920 Census, Charles Symmes Kiggins
was an assistant manager at a company that manufactured
blank notebooks. At the time of the Newark Bay Bridge
opening, he was 81 and able to tell those gathered to witness
the modern marvel of the new bridge about the bad old days of
commuting in New Jersey. Cunningham quotes what he told
reporters:
Jerseymen were known by their dusters over in
New York. We had to wear them or our clothes
would have been wrecked by the smoke and dirt,
not to mention the tallow drippings from the
candles in the cars. There was tallow here, tallow
there, tallow all over when I first started riding the
Pennsylvania [Railroad] in 1859.
Cunningham observed, “Kiggins switched to the [Jersey]
Central in 1861, but there was tallow over there, too.
Two years prior, in April of 1924, the Erie Railroad held a
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contest to find its “oldest commuter.” According to the
announcements, the leading candidates for a secret prize were
70-year-old George W. Casson of Paterson with 41 years and
an unnamed Erie commuter claiming 45. It was calculated that
if all of Mr. Casson’s trips between Paterson and New York
were laid end-to-end, they would circle the world 15-and-ahalf times!
According to the Jersey Journal for April 23rd, “Every day
men are coming forward asking whether they are not entitled
to the unnamed prize or gift that the Erie is to bestow when it
finds the man or woman who can show that he or she has been
riding on Erie trains for a longer time than anybody else.”
Banker John N. Voorhis of North Hackensack claimed to have
commuted for 45 years straight; Charles Cummings claimed
52; William J. Schnebly of Hackensack claimed 56 years.
The mystery surrounding what the prize was half the fun.
The Jersey Journal of April 25th claimed it was “something
substantial” and that the railroad’s “well known liberality is, in
part, responsible for the fact that the curiosity as to the gift
overshadows interest in the identity of the ‘oldest commuter.’”
At long last, on June 7, 1924, the Journal was able to report
that “this morning five old gentlemen were presented with
Tiffany watches for being the oldest commuters on the road.”
At first, the Erie planned on honoring only the oldest commuter,
but it had been such a close race they decided to acknowledge
the top five equally. In order, from fewest to most years
commuting were: M. B. Smith of Hackensack, 53 years, 8
months; Abram Van Buskirk of Hackensack, 54 years, 2
months; C. J. E. Masten of Hawthorne, 55 years, 2 months; J.
H. Stout of Upper Montclair, 56 years, 8 months; and the “oldest
commuter” J. Z. Demarest of Closter, 56 years, 9 months.
Cunningham reported that Lucious F. Spencer of Passaic
would have won, but he died just before the judging had ended.
The contest was for the oldest commuter on the Erie Railroad,
so Thomas N. Reeves of Newark scoffed to the papers
afterwards, “That’s nothing. I started in 1856 and commuted
68 years on the Pennsylvania [Railroad].”
It is, of course, difficult to identify the all-time record-holder
for having commuted the longest, yet the fascination
continued. When Addison Day from Chatham retired from
commuting in June of 1934 he had clocked nearly a million
miles on the Lackawanna Railroad since he started in 1868.
The company threw him a party in the president’s private car
for his last ride home.
Longevity was also marked on the other end of the
commuting equation. When the famed crack express service of
the Morristown Banker’s Express celebrated the 20 th
anniversary, riders threw a dinner for the engineer, Ben Day, and
conductor, Dave Sanderson, and their wives, presenting the

The New Jersey Rail Commuter: A Brief History | Gordon Bond | www.GardenStateLegacy.com Issue 37 Sept. 2017

New Jersey Transit was founded
on July 17, 1979, as part of the
New Jersey Department of
Transportation (NJDOT) following
passage of the Public
Transportation Act of 1979 to
"acquire, operate, and contract for
transportation service in the public
interest." NJT originally acquired
and managed a number of private
bus services. In 1983, NJT
assumed operation of all commuter
rail service in New Jersey from
Conrail, which had been formed in
1976 through the merging of a
number of financially troubled
railroads and operated commuter
railroad service under contract from
the NJDOT. Since inception, rail
ridership has quadrupled!

two men with gold watches in appreciation for their service
since the run began. When conductor Johnson Snyder of
Upper Montclair retired from the Erie in 1946 after 69 years, it
was said he had handled three generations of commuters
totaling some 22-and-a-half million people over 2-and-a-half
million miles.
Such stalwarts of the commuter’s life have been
acknowledged from time to time over the decades since. Yet
there is something especially precious about that first
generation of old-timers, since they provided the last living
memories of those early days of, as Cunningham put it,
“woodburning engines, candlelit coaches, primitive seats and
crude railroading.”
Today’s New Jersey rail commuters, like their brothers and
sisters around the world, might feel harassed and harried at
times by schedule delays, over-packed cars, and fare hikes.
Yet, for whatever small consolation it might provide, they are
just the latest members of a 187-year-old commuter fraternity.
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