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OUR SEPTEMBER 18 BOARD MEETING 

FEATURES TALK ON  

The Franklin Park Tragedy: A Forgotten Story of Racial Injustice in New Jersey 

All RMHA individual and site members are cordially invited to attend the next meeting of the Board of 
Directors to be held at the Old Franklin Schoolhouse, 491 Middlesex Avenue, Metuchen, NJ on Satur-
day September 18, 2021, at 10 a.m. Distinguished guest author and lecturer, Brian Armstrong will 
speak about his riveting book.  

On March 1, 1894, two African American men broke into a home in rural Franklin Park and murdered a 
white woman and her daughter before her husband fought and killed the attackers. The newspapers 
called it the “Franklin Park Tragedy,” and the story captivated public attention nationally and abroad. 

Brian Armstrong was president of the South River Historical and Preservation Society and is the     
central area Vice President for the League of Historical Societies of New Jersey. Armstrong lectures 
extensively throughout New Jersey on local history, World War I, Spanish influenza, prohibition,    
women’s suffrage, and political history. 

AFRICAN AMERICAN EXPERIENCE IN CENTRAL NEW JERSEY 

By Donald Johnstone Peck 

     The full story of the African American experience in New Jersey was for many years ignored, forgot-
ten, and even actively suppressed, thus denying all Americans a critical understanding of our nation’s 
diversity. Slavery drove the economic engine of antebellum New Jersey, and it took the cooperation of 
non-slaveholding whites to keep slavery alive. Whether or not one’s ancestors were slaves or owned 
slaves is not the issue; this was one of the worst chapters in America’s story and is relevant to all. As 
late as 1950, a local example of an early nineteenth-century African American shanty stood on the 
Metuchen Road which led from Main Street, Woodbridge to the Maple Hill Dairy Farm and beyond. 

     In 1680 there were 120 Negroes in bondage in the British Province of East Jersey. Negro slavery 
was very much a part of the Dutch and English systems of developing and maintaining their plantation 
systems. The East Jersey population of slaves remains practically nameless. They were first and fore-
most people with lives, loves, hopes, and struggles, but living in legal bondage. By 1737 this number 
had increased to 3,071, or one slave for every twelve people. The importation of slaves to New Jersey 
ceased in 1786, but even so, by 1790 there were 11,423 slaves. Ten years later there were still 230 
slaves in Woodbridge Township. 

     Prior to the American Revolution, there were approximately three million residents in the British 
North American colonies. In 1775 nearly one-twelfth of New Jersey’s population of 115,000 was made 
up of African Americans, all but a small number who were slaves. (Continued on Page 3) 
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RARITAN-MILLSTONE  
HERITAGE ALLIANCE 

P.O. Box 5583, Somerset, NJ 08875-5583 
www.raritanmillstone.org 

 
An organization of individuals, 

organizations, and sites working to promote  
preservation and understanding of the rich, 

eventful, and cultural heritage of significant his-
torical, 

 educational, environmental and cultural sites     
located in Central New Jersey. 

 
OFFICERS 

President – Rev. Dr. Fred Mueller 
Vice President  - Janena Benjamin 

Secretary – Christine Retz 
Treasurers – John and Karen Keithler 

 
DIRECTORS 

Barbara ten Broeke 
Frank J. Crowe 

George B. Dawson 
Elyce M. Jennings 

Paul B. Jennings, MD, Emeritus 
Carol C. Natarelli 
Susan C. Keating 
Donald J. Peck 

Nancy A. Piwowar 
Rev. Canon Ronald N. Pollock 

Marilyn W. Rautio 
Tyreen  A. Reuter 
 Anurag K. Singh 
David A. Szilagyi 

The Board of Directors meets on the third or 
fourth Saturday of March, May, September, 

 November at designated historic and museum 
member sites in the region.                                    
The Executive Committee 
meets in January and June 

                       YOUR LINK TO THE PUBLIC:   

The Link is on a quarterly publication schedule. News 
of major upcoming events for possible placement in 
the newsletter may be mailed, emailed, or faxed to the 
following address. Any questions, please contact: 
Donald J. Peck, Editor, The Clausen Company                            
P.O. Box 140                                                                         
Fords, NJ 08863                                                                        

Tel 732-738-1165                      
Fax  732-738-1618                    

e-mail clausenco@aol.com.                      

 
BOARD OF DIRECTORS 

Saturday, September 18, 2021 
At 10:00 a.m. 

OLD FRANKLIN SCHOOLHOUSE 
491 Middlesex Avenue 
Metuchen, NJ 08840 

www.boroughimprovementleague.org 
TO BE EXCUSED CALL Don Peck 
At 732-738-5522 or Fred Mueller 

At 908-359-3391 

DIRECTOR EMERITUS 

PAUL B. JENNINGS, MD 

With enormous gratitude at the May 2021 
Board Meeting long time director  

And former president 

Dr. “Pete” Jennings was elected             
Director Emeritus  

MIDDLESEX COUNTY’S    
NEWEST PARK NAMED 

THOMAS MUNDY            
PETERSON PARK 

Scheduled to open this summer, this    
park has been named in honor of a Perth     
Amboy city resident who was the first    
African American to vote in the United  
States after the passage of the historic  
15th Amendment to the United States  
Constitution granting Black men the right.       

The Park was named by the Middlesex 
County Board of Commissioners and is a 
collaborative effort between Middlesex 
County and the City of Perth Amboy. 
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By the end of the American Revolution that total population of New Jersey was around 150,000, with 
slightly fewer than 10 percent being slaves or free blacks. 

     Only a small percentage of the country’s three million inhabitants had any role in political life. Just 
under seven hundred thousand were slaves who had no rights to liberty or property at all. And it would 
be a generation before any woman was heard to express her opinions in a public forum. About half of 
all white men were disenfranchised by property qualifications, and many others lived too far from poll-
ing places to vote. In the elections to select delegates to the state conventions that debated the ratifica-
tion of the Constitution, only about one hundred sixty thousand people had voted. In some states, presi-
dential electors were selected by popular vote, in others by the state legislature, and in at last one, New 
Jersey, by the governor and his cabinet.  

     By the mid-1780s, Pennsylvania and all the New England states had either declared slavery  illegal 
or enacted plans for gradual abolition. New York and New Jersey would pass similar laws in 1799 and 
1804, respectively. Manumissions increased – by 1790 the number of free African Americans would 
grow to 59,466, just under eight percent of the total black population. But those who had hoped that the 
Revolution would lead to general emancipation were sadly disappointed. Between 1776 and 1790 the 
enslaved population of the United States steadily climbed by forty percent. Bondage remained more 
profitable than ever, and it was protected and preserved by the  Constitution of the United States. 

     The slaves in Woodbridge township and on New Jersey farms were part of a legacy of enslaving 
and trafficking hundreds of thousands of African Americans. By 1750, the black population was being 
brought directly to Woodbridge farms by the Royal African Company, a group of English traders. They 
imported thousands of slaves into New Jersey at the nearby port of Perth Amboy. Treated as a com-
modity, here thousands of Africans were sold against their will. They arrived in the New World after be-
ing jammed below decks in dark holds, where they were typically shackled in pairs. Historians estimate 
that ten percent died during their Atlantic crossing, and their bodies were heaved overboard. Increas-
ingly, slaves were used to replace white indentured servants and Native Americans in the labor force. 

     No matter where they lived, slaves endured hard and demeaning lives. Overall, they were poorly fed 
and improperly clothed and were often subjected to both physical and psychological abuse. From hu-
miliating names to punishments, slaves learned the meaning of freedom everyday by its absence in 
their lives. How could slavery be viewed as a moral and practical institution? It was because slavery 
depersonalized people into commodities. 

     Prior to the end of the American-British conflict voices of protest had been raised against many so-
cial evils including the existence of the institution of slavery. Efforts to curtail the importation of slaves 
into the province by imposing import duties on them met with no success until 1767. The Quakers who 
came out officially in opposition to slaveholding in 1758, agitated for legislation that would encourage 
individual owners to manumit their slaves and for a complete ban on importations, but these goals were 
not achieved until after the Revolution. While leading patriots would decry the king’s efforts to enslave 
his American subjects, African American slavery was an accepted social institution. 

     Freedom and equality were the premise and promise of the American Revolution, but legal freedom 
and political equality were denied black Americans from the onset of the republic. For many of the 
founders, the freedom they sought did not extend to blacks, who had no rights at all. Considering the 
great odds that African American activists had to deal with, and were still able to overcome, while 
knowing that the words of the Declaration of Independence did not apply to them, is a testament to the 
strength of the human spirit. (Continued on Page 4) 
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    For many Americans, the greatest moral dilemma of the American Revolution was that whites were 
fighting for freedom from the British while holding blacks in slavery, whereas the British offered freedom to 
slaves in exchange for military service. Thousands accepted the British offer and left with the British at 
war’s end, settling in the Caribbean as free people. 

     The revolutionary nature of Jefferson’s words was clear from the beginning. With the power of the pen, 
he had articulated a new premise for the government of humanity: that all men were created equal, not just 
propertied ones. Yet surely “all men are equal” was a new discovery. A child at the moment of birth, has 
the same quantity of “natural” power as the parent, the same quantity of “political” power as the magistrate. 
Ultimately this became the essential American view 

     New Jersey provided several examples of slaves whose participation in the Revolutionary War led to 
their freedom through action by the legislature. At the heart of their rather unique cases was the question: 
What was to be the disposition of slaves who were part of the confiscated estates of Loyalists? 

     The first slave freed by legislative decree as a reward for military service was Peter Williams, who     
belonged to a Tory from Woodbridge. A slave named Cato received his freedom in the same manner. He 
also belonged to a Woodbridge Loyalist and like Peter Williams served in both the state and Continental 
armies. The impact of the American Revolution extended beyond the Revolution. Among those granting 
manumission to their slaves was William Livingston, New Jersey’s first non-colonial governor, who set his 
slaves free during the war.  

     Dr. Moses Bloomfield was the first slaveowner in Woodbridge Township to free his fourteen slaves. 
Considered one of the best physicians of his day, he was one of three physicians who organized the     
Medical Society of New Jersey July 23, 1766, and its president in 1785. He served in the colonial New Jer-
sey Assembly and the Provincial Congress that replaced the assembly when independence was declared. 
He also served in the Continental Army. But as with many slaveholders slavery seemed as inherent a part 
of the world of old Woodbridge in which Moses Bloomfield was raised as the sun that rose every morning, 
and for years he had accepted it. For all their obvious and substantial presence, slaves were virtually     
invisible in early American history. 

     Among America’s most important and greatest trials and triumphs is the searing pain of slavery, the cru-
elty of discrimination, and the triumphant struggle for civil rights in the cities and towns like Woodbridge 
Township where African American history has been made. 

     On July 4, 1783, a day that celebrated 
the end of the war, at an historic public 
antislavery meeting at his Woodbridge 
farm, Dr. Bloomfield, aged fifty-four, with 
his white hair tied in a queue and wearing 
sliver-trimmed oval eyeglasses which 
were continually sliding down his nose, is 
reported to have told his slaves that “all 
men are created equal, and why should 
these my fellow citizens – my equals, be 
held in bondage? From this day forth they 
are emancipated, and I here declare them 
free and absolved from all servitude to me 
and my posterity.” He simply could not 
consistently undo the principles of the 
Declaration of Independence by holding 
slaves. 

                                                                         
DR. MOSES BLOOMFIELD HOUSE                                            

Birthplace of Joseph Bloomfield  
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       The message of New Jersey Quakers and enlightened liberals of the Revolutionary epoch, such 
as Moses Bloomfield, gave moral strength to questions of equality raised by the Declaration of Inde-
pendence. Despite an economy that had considerable reliance on enslaved labor, had the lofty     
egalitarian and libertarian rhetoric of the Revolution helped weaken black’s bondage? Had the war’s 
chaos and turbulence contributed to the black’s yearning for freedom? Farms had been devasted, 
buildings burned down, slavery for many was to become uneconomical. The American Revolution, 
more than any other single event had sounded the death knell for New Jersey slavery. 

     Moses Bloomfield’s son, Joseph Bloomfield, was elected the Governor of New Jersey. As a long-
time leader of the New Jersey Society for the Abolition of Slavery, and as governor, Bloomfield used 
his moral and political leadership to initiate the gradual emancipation of slavery in New Jersey. In 
1804 he signed the Gradual Emancipation Act, which provided children of slaves would be free upon 
reaching 21 years (for females) or 25 years (for males). This steadily reduced the slave population of 
New Jersey from six percent of the total population in 1800 to eighteen individuals by 1860. The    
passage of the 1804 abolition law made New Jersey the final state to join the effort to eradicate slav-
ery among the northern states. Slavery in 1804 was principally in the northern counties of Bergen, 
Middlesex, Monmouth, and Somerset. 

     Moses Bloomfield had hated slavery with icy Presbyterian zeal. Although George Washington de-
tested slavery, he was one of the largest slaveholders in Virginia. By 1791 nearly three hundred     
African Americans were at work on his farms around Mount Vernon. In his younger days, Washington 
had raffled off slaves for entertainment, and blithely packed off troublemakers to the death-camp  
plantations of the West Indies, without any evidence of the moral reflection on the human conse-
quences of what he was doing. 

     But with greater moral courage than Jefferson or Madison, Washington was now beginning to face 
the personal hypocrisy of continuing to own slaves while espousing the revolutionary idea of human 
equality, particularly since he had personally witnessed the fortitude of Black troops under fire.        
Indeed, his own black manservant, Billy Lee, who accompanied him throughout the war, had nearly 
been killed at the Battle of Monmouth by a cannonball that was intended for Washington and his staff. 

     George Washington was among Virginia’s largest slaveholders, with 317 enslaved people working 
his various properties. By the time Washington wrote his will in 1799, his views had shifted to the point 
that he freed all the slaves held under his name and included provisions for feeding and clothing the 
elderly and educating the young among them. This did not place Washington in the forefront of the 
abolitionist movement, but it did distinguish him from most other slaveholding founders. 

     For many Americans, the greatest moral dilemma of the American Revolution was that whites were 
fighting for freedom from the British while holding blacks in slavery. The racism of fear and loathing of 
non-white people and the systemic network of laws, customs, and beliefs that perpetuate prejudicial 
treatment of people of color are still ever-present reminders of discrimination and denigration. 
Choosing not to dis-mantle this system, as tolerant, open-minded, and multi-culturally sensitive 
society is to be a racist.  

    Our internal conversations about what it means to be inclusive and our understanding of racial        
violence, inequality, and the systems developed to maintain the status quo and promote equality are 
deeper and more urgent today than ever. 
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WHAT IS THE RARITAN-MILLSTONE HERITANCE ALLIANCE? 

The RMHA consists of individuals, organizations, and historic sites in the watershed of the Raritan and 
Millstone River valleys of Central New Jersey. Our mission is to promote the preservation and under-
standing of the many diverse and important historic, educational, cultural, and environmental sites in this 
region. 

To fulfill this mission, we sponsor an annual series of lecture programs at four quarterly board meetings 
throughout the region, an annual meeting, and annual celebration of George Washington’s birthday. We 
publish four quarterly issue of our newsletter, “The Link” and issue guide books to nearly 200 sites in this 
region. Our work is supported primarily through membership dues from individuals, organizations, and 
sites with dues of $35.00 per calendar year ($50 per couple). 

 

WHY ARE THE RARITAN AND MILLSTONE RIVER AREAS SO IMPORTANT? 

These rivers run through valleys rich in the unique heritage and culture of central New Jersey, an area 
that has continually contributed to the strength of the United States. The Raritan Millstone Valley is part of 
the 14-county Crossroads of the American Revolution National Heritage Area. Here visitors may explore 
and share inspiring and compelling stories about a diverse people and complex events that helped to 
spark America’s ongoing experiment in liberty, equality, and self-government. 

 

DISTRIBUTING THE FIFTH EDITION OF THE RMHA’S 

GUIDE TO HISTORIC SITES IN THE RARITAN & MILLSTONE VALLEYS  

Additional copies of this Guide are available from the Alliance for individual and site members. 

Contact us at raritanmillstone.org. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Distributing copies are (left to right) Janena Benjamin and Karen Keithler 
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Raritan-Millstone Heritage Alliance 

PO Box 5583 

Somerset, NJ 08875-5583 

 
The Raritan-Millstone Heritage Alli-
ance consists of committed individuals and 
organizations representing sites within the re-
gion of Raritan and Millstone systems.  In an 
area that has continually contributed to the 
strength of the United States, we seek through 
our programs to promote, protect and preserve 
an understanding of our rich historical, cultur-
al and educational heritage as we work to be a 
model for current and future generations by 
promoting the rich heritage of our American 
society.  


