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New Jersey is known as “The Garden Sate” but many visitors find that hard to believe.  A trip to North Jersey would yield business headquarters and great urban sprawl.  Cities such as Newark, Jersey City, and East Orange extend the urban reach of New York City.  If one should wonder to Central New Jersey, they would find the middle class suburbia of such towns as Cherry Hill, Voorhees, and Toms River.  Theses areas are a far cry from open plains and farms abound.  But New Jersey’s moniker comes from the Southern, often forgotten, portion of the state.
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Southern New Jersey consists of Cumberland, Salem, Cape May, Gloucester, and Atlantic counties.  Aside from towns such as Vineland, Cape May, and Millville, the region is mostly forest and rural farmland.  But that very countryside clashes with urban characteristics on the west side of Salem County.  It is here that the town of Penns Grove sits on the coastline of the Delaware River.  A river that once sparkled with cleanliness, is now scarred by the industries in Philadelphia and in Delaware, but specifically, New Jersey industries such as DuPont (see figure A).  Along with the construction of the Delaware memorial bridge, the pollution of the Delaware crippled the local economy and the area has been in a downward spiral ever since.  Penns Grove once had a bustling economy 
and was considered “The Caviar Capital of the World” (Caviar).  But because of industrialization, the town has been on the downslide, occasionally seeing hope for a better future and struggling to find its identity.
The history of the Penn’s Grove dates all the way back to 1721, when it was originally named West Fenwick in honor of John Fenwick.  Fenwick’s namesake can still be subtly seen throughout the community in such places as Fenwick’s Park, a private housing community.  However, the territory’s name was then changed to Penn’s Neck in order to honor one William Penn.  Although Penn only visited Salem County once, he was a prominent figure who owned “The Salem Tenth” and at the same time he was known to negotiate many land disputes.  The Penns Grove area was actually William Penn’s first land in America (Early Years).

America’s Colonial Age was quickly interrupted by the Revolutionary War, and Penns Grove was no exception.  The American Revolution had a few minor moments in Salem County.  The region had Minute Men that met at nearby Pole Tavern.  When the Continental army was low on food, General George Washington sent another general to scavenge South Jersey for supplies.  A Tea Party even took place at Greenwich, not far from Penns Grove.  There were also several minor skirmishes between the locals, including the Hancock House massacre; were 10 members of the local militia where murdered in their sleep (Revolutionary War).

After the Revolution, Penns Grove found its economic niche as an escape from industry.  During the winter of 1828 the Wilmington and New Jersey Steamboat company was founded.  The company fostered ferries trips, to, from, and through, Penns Grove.  

As a result of the new traffic that passed through the then quiet village, the town gradually improved.  Two ferries that ran from Salem, New Jersey to Philadelphia stopped at Penns Grove.  Steamboat traffic increased as the years went on, and by 1869 Penns Grove was a resort of sorts for people looking to take a break from the hustle and bustle of the surrounding cities.  The town was beautiful tree shaded village that was home to a few hotels.  Around the same time Penns Grove established it self as a fishing goldmine, particularly the Shad fish.  Shad were so plentiful that the average fisherman could bring in $54,250 a year.  That number figures to $715,804 in today’s money (Inflation).  But soon the Sturgeon emerged as the primary find.  Sturgeon always existed in the area, but they were always thought worthless.  Then it was discovered that they made a good meal, and the females could lay up to 2 million eggs each.  By 1914, the Penns Grove Caviar factory packaged some $300,000 worth of caviar (roughly $5.3 million) (Caviar).  

However, the booming fishing industry was in for a collapse.  Much like the trauma faced in Buffalo Creek, West Virginia, the collapse of the industry would forever change the dynamic of the community.  By 1920, the Shad and Sturgeon fish in the Delaware went the way of the buffalo.   The years and years of being over-fished finally caught up to the industry, and it soon became economically impossible to make a profit.  In addition to the over fishing, the sudden industrial growth in neighboring Philadelphia and Wilmington took its toll on the Delaware River that so many people depended on for their lively hood (Caviar).

With the market now nonexistent, the ferries began to fade away and the hotels and other business were shut down.  The construction of the Delaware Memorial Bridge in 1951 also rendered most ferry services obsolete and unnecessary (Delaware).  With the dawn of industrialization the working class turned from fishing to the chemical industry.  Even today, DuPont and PSE&G are some of the largest employers in the region (DuPont).  Many of the homes in the region were methodically laid out to accommodate the workers of the nearby DuPont chambers works in Deepwater and the Carney’s Point plant.  
Around this time, the economy was stable, and the town attracted many shoppers from local towns such as Pennsville.  The shopping in the area was considered the best around.  Former resident Howard Eastlack remembers:

I am talking '55 to '70  time frame.  I had two uncles who worked there making good livings.  Well ... good for South Jersey anyway.  Dupont was the only big time employer in the area.  Penns Grove during that time was pretty active ...probably at its best growth.  All the stores in town were

opened and lots of people shopping.  Pennsville was just starting to grow and people actually came to PG to shop.  Now it is reversed.  On South Broad St , Woolworths five and dime store was the place to shop.  I am not sure when DuPont started cutting back, but I do know that around 1968-1970, PG

started going downhill economically.  It was sad for me to return and see all the stores closed up with ply wood. (Interview)
Unfortunately even the chemical industry boom didn’t last forever.  At its peak, the local chambers works employed up to 6,500 people.  But by 1970, the Carney’s Point plant was closed and the Deepwater plant drastically scaled back their operations (DuPont).   
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Now, in present day, the town is in search for its identity.  The town lies in an amazing location between Atlantic City, Philadelphia, and Wilmington.  Penns Grove also is minutes away from several major highways such as the New Jersey Turnpike (Figure B).  Also, the river can provide astounding scenery for residential neighborhoods and restaurants.  Regardless, businesses tend to shy away from the area, but local government is in effort to turn that trend around.  The energy company Connective has recently located an office there.  And the town hopes the construction of the Riverwalk would help spur the local economy.

The Carney’s Point- Penns Grove area seems to show an axis of variation between hope and despair.  The area is undoubtedly in a time of economic hardship.  The state of New Jersey even reduced the local sales tax to 3% to help draw business.  
However the strategy has indisputably been a failure.  If anything, businesses and people are still leaving the area.
[image: image3.jpg]


According to the 2000 Census the median household income in NJ is about $55,000 (New Jersey).  However, the median household income for Penns Grove is about $26,000 (Census).  Along with income level, the education of Penns Grove is also low.  About 34% have not graduated high school.  Roughly 11% have graduated college (Census).  The median home value is $72,900, compared to the New Jersey median of $170,800.  Quite obviously, this would show many signs of despondency.
However, occasionally hope arises for the area.  Whether it would have benefited the community or not was hotly debated, but in the late 90’s early 2000’s Whitesell Construction Co., Inc. announced their proposal to build a “Space Dome” in nearby Carney’s Point (Space Dome).  The “Space Dome” would have been a multi purpose entertainment complex that would have housed sporting events, trade show, etc.  Some argued that such a complex would have help attract tourism, and thus, the businesses that come along with it.  Some members of the community were also hesitant at the prospect of their quiet farming community being overrun by visitors 
and commercial enterprises.  The plan was ultimately shot down; many saying it was too risky.
Another one of these signs of hope is the Penns Grove Riverwalk.  This often-delayed project was meant to be Penns Grove’s version of a boardwalk, complete with small casinos.  The target date for completion is summer of 2005, but it remains doubtful because there is no evidence of construction at the proposed site (figure C). 

Another form of variation that the area faces is between being a rural farming community, and being a suburb of two major cities.  Nearly half of the counties 338 square miles are covered in farm land.  But while the farm land helps support many of the area families in the county, this does not apply to Penns Grove: only 1.3% of its residents work in the agricultural industry (Census).  And, as mentioned above in the case of the Space Dome, the farm life can hinder any attempts to rescue the regions economy.
Penns Grove can not deny its strong ties to the local cities, primarily Wilmington.  Many residents are forced to commute across the bridge to earn a living.  Most citizens wish to see an improvement in the area, but they are not ready to give up the quiet farm life.  Until they compromise, Penns Grove will undoubtedly swing between suburban and rural tendencies.

Despite all the negative aspects of the area, there is still much hope for the region.  As stated above, the town offers beautiful views and a convenient location near several major highways.  If the infamous Riverwalk ever breaks ground, it certainly holds promise.  The Delaware River is also on the road to recovery.  While the fishing industry will never be what it was, hopefully a crystal clear Delaware would make an already 
beautiful area better.  Even the areas most famous resident, Bruce Willis, has attempted to put money into the area.  But, Penns Grove finds it self at a crossroad, with two options.  Will the citizens sit idly by while their community is deteriorating?  Or will they stand up, and take back their town?    
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Figure A





Polluters discharging the greatest amounts of toxic chemicals to the Delaware River in 1997. Facility Location Toxic chemical release to water (pounds)�-  Du Pont Chambers Works Deepwater, NJ 3,086,517�-  Du Pont Repauno Plant Gibbstown, NJ 410,074�-  Ciba Specialty Chemicals Corp. Newport, DE 185,302�-  Mallinckrodt Baker Inc. Phillipsburg, NJ 176,920�-  Allied-Signal Inc. Frankford Philadelphia, PA 107,022�-  Rodel Inc. Newark, DE 104,550�-  GMC NAO Wilmington Assembly Wilmington, DE 68,575�-  Star Enterprise Delaware City, DE 50,769�-  Sun Refining & Marketing Co. Marcus Hook, PA 36,845�-  Noramco Of Delaware Inc. Wilmington, DE 31,075
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Figure B
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Note the location of the Delaware Memorial Bridge (Red).





Figure C
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(Above) The site remains barren.


(Below) The much hyped Space Dome





�









































The scenery speaks for itself.








