The Past for
the Future
HISTORICAL
SOCIETY

The Port Norris Historical Society is dedicated to preserving the history of our
unique village, located in Commercial Township in Cumberland County, NJ.

MEETINGS Every Second Tuesday at 7:00 pm • 1723 Main Street

OUR BUILDING IN REVIEW 2017
BEFORE

AFTER

WE RAISED THE ROOF,
THE CEILING IS DOWN,
AND THE ELECTRIC IS
COMPLETED!

NOW

S

ince 2013 we have been working to restore this great building to
be home to the Port Norris Historical Society. We could not have
completed the projects without your help. From the ground up, we
installed a new heater followed by repairs to foundation and sills. The
siding was replaced with New Jersey white cedar where necessary.
Then many of you generously donated a window in honor of a loved
one. Volunteers painted the exterior with donated paint. This work is
all crowned by a wonderful metal roof.
Next Phase... The Interior Of Our 1890’s Meeting Hall
The unsightly ceiling above the first floor was taken down, allowing
us to examine structural integrity, and made for an easier electrical
upgrade. We are hoping to save the old horsehair plaster walls.
In order to accomplish our mission of education for students and
tourists, we must provide an ADA ( Americans with Disabilities Act )
approved restroom facility. Now that the electrical work is done, we

are focusing our efforts on the completion of a restroom that meets
all the required specifications. The heater was moved and rooms have
been framed for this purpose. Putting the ceiling back will follow the
completion of all that. It may take a long while, but we want to do it
right and we’ll complete each phase as funds allow.
We are moving in the right direction and are so very grateful for
all the donations received and volunteer work to date.
We gave our building a official name,The Port Norris Historical
Society Meeting Hall. It was a proud day to make it more than “our
building”. We hope you will join us in 2018.
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North Port Norris Schools
By Carol Saul Gromer

N

orth Port Norris was once called Middletown.
Today, people pass through on their way south to
Port Norris or north toward Millville without knowing
the rich history steeped into the soil where the Port
Norris-Haleyville Road and Sockwell Lane intersect. On
the southwest corner of that location is a lonely looking
plot overgrown with trees and weeds. Truth be known, that
land is far from being lonely. Many warm memories hover
there keeping it company. To learn its secrets, take a trip with
me back in time to the days when that very spot was alive with
the pounding footfalls of laughing children.
On this site was not one but two North Port Norris
elementary schools. They didn’t exist at the same time, of
course, but one followed the other as the residents of the
hamlet did their best to provide for the education of their
children. Two students attending the older school in the mid
1890s were Maurice Sockwell and Jim Foster. Maurice tells that
it was a one-room school with 45 students in seven grades. In
1898, at age 10, he took the job of school janitor. His jobs
consisted of keeping the fire going in winter and sweeping
the whole building with a broom for five cents a day. He
also relates that as he got older, he and his friends had some
devilish antics. The boys would take a cigar box filled with
mice into the school. At a predetermined time, the mice would
be released. The teacher, Mary West, was afraid of mice and
would give the boys an hour off to catch them.
Maurice and Jim had another ploy to get out of school
early. Their next teacher was a bearded man named Mr. Auley
C. Davis. They would write a note asking that they be let out
of school at three o’clock to go to the store for their mothers.
Maurice continues, “He sure knew it was our writing, but I
think he was glad to get rid of us and let us go”.
The older school was built about 1882 and existed until
the summer of 1915. The Bridgeton Evening News reported
on July 17, 1915, that Henry Schwartz had purchased the old
North Port Norris schoolhouse and was having it moved to
his lot on Main Street in Port Norris, next to Prichard’s Variety
Store. It continued to say that when it was rebuilt, it would be
used as a garage by Earl Brown. Under the caption NORTH
PORT NORRIS, The Bridgeton Evening News reported this
short statement in their July 26 issue that year “Work has
begun on the new schoolhouse.”
If a roster of those attending the new school existed,
names such as O’Neal, Danna, Randazzo, Berry, Garrison,
Pruno, Todd, Broadway, Robbins, Sockwell and Terry would
be among them. Maybe such a roster does exist. Buried
beneath the surface in the southwest corner of that old school
lot is a Rumford yeast jar. On Arbor Day in 1920, students
planted a tree at that spot. Before the dirt was shoveled over

the tree roots, one by one the students added their name to a
slip of paper. The paper was folded carefully and put into the
jar. The lid has probably rusted and the paper dissolved, but
maybe not. It might be found one day still in the spot those
small hands placed it.
Each school, in its day, faced the main road. In the front
yard on the side toward Port Norris was a pump shed. It was
built over a well where after a strenuous recess workout, the
girls and boys would line up to use their metal folding cups and
drink the cool water.
When the well’s useful days were over it was filled in, but
it must still be there under the surface. In the area back of the
school was the outhouse. It was a divided building with a door
on the left front for boys and the right front for the girls.
Teachers remembered by the Sockwell girls during their
years in school (1913-1920 for Kathryn and 1916-1923 for
Ruth) were Miss Edith Bateman, Miss Matilda Sockwell,
Miss Fleetwood from Dividing Creek, Miss Brewster from
Haleyville and Miss Hoffman from Leesburg.
Kathryn and Ruth Sockwell each wrote their memories of
their days as North Port Norris students. Kathryn, wrote, “It
(the new school) was one big room with large windows along
the west side with a big heater on the north side. Blackboards
ran all along the wall behind the heater, (behind) the teacher’s
desk and along half the east wall. There was a cloakroom
located just inside the front doors. During the school day when
each student went to the front to recite or to write on the
blackboard, there was never a sound. No one threw spitballs.
All came to learn and did. The big, round heater burned wood
and coal. I was the janitor. I made $3 per month and put my
pay in the Millville bank. At the end of the school year, I had
to put two or three big five-gallon cans of oil all over the
school floor with a long-handled brush. That was a real job. I
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brushed it on the floor of the big room, then the cloakroom
floor. In the vestibule, I was almost to the door and found I
had made a mistake. There I stood in a circle. The only way out
was to jump. Holding the pan of oil, I leaped. When I did, the
pan flew up and oil came down all over me. I wondered how I
would ever get home. At that time, there was not much traffic,
only a Model-T or two, so I ran home hiding behind trees away
from the houses. I was a sight to behold. When asked what the
kids did for recess, Kathryn related, “We took our cow, Daisy,
up in the schoolyard to keep the weeds down. Since the cow
went to the bathroom there on the schoolyard, kids covered
their eyes with blindfolds and walked through. That was the
most memorable game I recall.”
Ruth paints a different picture of her school memories—
at least during recess. She says, “One day, after lunch, all the
kids were playing hide and seek. I was hiding in the cloakroom
when the kids found me and were about to catch me. I jumped
out of the window and our teacher, Matilda Sockwell, saw
me. I had to stay in after school for a week” It might still be
possible to see that window. It was the one located closest to

the front on the left side of the building. At the end of its
career in North Port Norris, the “new” school was moved to
Shellpile (Bivalve). After being used as a school in that area, it
was repurposed in the not too distant past as a restaurant. The
infamous window of Ruth’s jumping fame must still be there.
As time moves along, it erases many treasures. What
remains for those who care are the words left by people who
lived with and loved those things, people and places. Through
their eyes we can peer into life as it was in days so long ago.
Now that you know a bit of the history of the southwest
corner of Sockwell Lane and the Port Norris-Haleyville Road,
stop there on some quiet day. Listen for a few moments. It
might not be the wind you hear rustling the leaves and grass,
but echoes from the past that linger because you remember.
Thank you Carol for the history of North Port Norris Schools.
All of Carol’s pictures and news clippings can be see on our website.
Click here to see more.

Samuel A. B. Cobb Photography

S

am was born on Cobb Street in Port Norris on August 13, 1887. Sam attended
Robbinstown School and his report card lists him as a 3rd year upper school
student in the classical program of study. As a young man he held various jobs,
first starting in his mother’s notion store on Cobb Street. Next, he sold insurance,
delivered for Bacon Brother’s Bakery, strung telephone cable, and started a
photography studio. You can read his full biography on his Legends page. Click Here.
He was honored as a Port Norris Legend November 9, 2014.
His photography was mainly focused around portraits. He also was called to
photograph funerals and crime scenes. Sam was also a modern man. He managed
to include himself in group photo shoots.
He would set up his camera and set
the timer and jump into the picture. He
also liked to experiment with double
exposures.

Self Portrait, date unknown.

Sam was a man before his time. He was a free thinker with a Frasier Crane sense
of humor. He exemplified Christian values and led by example. He believed in
equal rights, and respected all without regard to race, ethnicity or social status. He
was a gentle man, but not a push over.
Sam died November 10, 1962 at the age of 75.
Sam’s photos are courtesy of Carole Cobb Robbins, Sam’s granddaughter.

Left: Sam was also cleaver in marketing his own children. He would dress them up and
put them in poses and print postcards for sale. This is one image with Mahlon and Marie
Cobb, his 2 children.
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The Port Norris Historical Society
Recognized

Zachary Toler

For Outstanding Efforts in History
for 2016-2017 Academic Year at the
Port Norris Middle School
June 14, 2017
Liz Hoffman, PNHS Treasuer presents award to Zachary Toler at
graduation. Bottom: Zachary with his family. See our past student
awards historicportnorris.org/awards.htm

Historical Societies
Honored
Several members of the Port Norris Historical Society were
excited to attend Bayshore Center at Bivalve’s Second Friday
on June 9th. We were pleased to be honored along with other
societies in the area. Accepting a beautiful plaque was Rachel
Cobb, president. This is very meaningful during our tenth
anniversary year.
Also recognized was our historian, Richard W. Smith, vicepresident. He was unable to attend due to the High School
graduation of his granddaughter. His plaque was accepted by Alvina Baum, secretary. Thanks to Chase Jackson and Rachel
Dolhancyzk and all who made this honor possible.
Photo: left to right, Chase Jackson, Rachel Cobb, Rachel Dolhancyzk and Alvina Baum.

In Memoriam

PNHS Legends Who Passed in 2017
Visit the Legends list to see their life stories.

Clarence Berry

January 17, 1927 - May 28, 2017

David Robbins Sr.

February 7, 1937 - July 11, 2017

Louis Capaldi

September 8, 1925 - October 29, 2017
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Unexpected Travel Finds
By Rachel Cobb

I

travel a fair amount for my work. I enjoy seeing new
places and meeting new people. Lately, I keep running
into Port Norris and Bivalve in unusal places. In April, I
was at the Philadelphia Airport and was walking between
terminals A East and B, when I did a double take. Almost
gave myself whiplash. I stopped and looked at the beautiful
displays filled with Oystering items. It was so unexpected,

I enjoyed viewing the exhibits and all their lovely details.
You need to be a ticketed passenger to be in this part of
the airport so I wanted to share the exhibits with you. They
are very well done. The exhibits were created by PHL and
Partnership for the Delaware Estuary, Bayshore Center at
Bivalve and Haskin Shellfish Research Laboratory, Bivalve.
Next on my flight home from San Diego earlier this
month, I had a rear right window seat, far
behind the wing, so I got a clear view. It
was a non-stop flight and I didn’t know
how we would actually approach Philly.
To my delight, suddenly there is NJ and
the Maurice River. I only had the camera
phone handy and through a plexi window,
but how fun too see home from the air.
Left: one of the exhibits at the
Philadelphia Airport.

Below: Rachel’s photo from the plane
coming into the Philadelphia area.
A great view of the Mauricetown River.
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A Lifetime of Oystering
A round table chat with Barney Hollinger Sr.

O

n September 12, we were pleased to have as a guest Barney
Hollinger, Sr. Barney was one of our Legends who was
recognized in 2013. He is a lifelong resident of Port Norris. He was
invited to share some memories of his life here and as an Oysterman.
We had lots of chuckles as the group participated in the informal
round table chat.
As a young teenage boy, Barney started early in oystering. “ I
was an oysterman parts of my life, well when I think about it, I guess
it has been all of it” he said. There was no saying “No” to work back
then, you just worked. We are still in the business. My sons run it
now.
Watermen are faced with endless situations when they are out
on the water. They go out for a full week, Monday to Friday. When
storms do come up they have to make the decision to stay and
ride out the storm or head back. We rode out many storms. Barney
said that when it got so bad you couldn’t keep the dredges on
the bottom, he knew it was time to head back. Only once a crew
member fell over board and they were able to rescue him.
Rev. Ernest Barnes, who is also a Port Norris Legend and a
PNHS Trustee, joined the conversation to tell us a little about his
experience. Barney and Rev. Barnes have been long time friends.
Rev. Barnes was a shucker and known to be the fastest in his
day. He stated that most of his people, a couple thousand or more
(black people) came up from south of New Jersey to work in the
oyster shucking houses and on the boats. His people came from
Seabridge County, just below Washington, D.C. Most of his people
are now still in Baltimore. The Gross and Beachamp families came
from the other side of Maryland while a few families came from
further down South like Alabama and Georgia. Most came from
areas around Maryland.
Rev Barnes recalls Captain Joe Newcomb and Silas Hoffman’s
boats. Barney added that there were also workers from Delaware,
Virginia and there were local workers as well.
Rev.Barnes didn’t come to Port Norris until 1929 or 1930 with
his family. He was a young child. His family would come up to Port
Norris in the winter and go back to Maryland in the summer. So he
grew up with half city and half country life. He says he prefers the
country.
Barney was asked what it was like to go up the bay to plant
oysters. People would line the shores to watch the boats leave
under sail. Other members commented on how nice it would have
been to witness that sight. Only a few of those present saw that first
hand. Barney told us that when he went out there were more than
140 boats at one time. Rev Barnes said that come Friday night, most
women had men on these boats so they would gather and watch
for them to return home.
They all watched for the J & E Riggin, the prettiest and fastest
boat on the river under sail. Sometimes they would race each other
home for fun.
The boats Barney used were the Joe Newcomb, Berry
Newcomb, HH Robbins and David Robbins. He had 4 or 5 boats.
Barney’s family is still in the oystering business and this year they

added a Skoal for growing oysters. It is a floating boat house on the
river off the docks of their oyster shed.   It looks like large floating
barn but holds oysters – not hay.
Dagastine Transfer was known all over the United States for
transporting oysters, recalls Rev. Barnes. There were thousands and
thousands of oysters going out everyday. Mary Linda Lacotte said
that Dagastine Transfer shipped oysters from September to April.
Avis (Mule) Camper drove for them and went to Omaha Nebraska
and back every week, making stops along the way. As many as 25
truck loads would go out on a Saturday. They even had to hire out
for more trucks there was such a need to ship the oysters. Many
young people worked their first jobs with Dagatine Transfer, Rev.
Barnes said all 4 of his sons worked there. It was hard work. They
had to use hand trucks, moving wooden barrels with burlap on the
top, remove the burlap and re-ice every barrel. There was a whole
procedure.
Barney included that oysters where even shipped to the west
coast by train. They would ice up the train cars at every stop. Joyce
Massey also comments on when she was a little girl, she would see
the train coming twice a day to collect the oysters. She would run
out across the field to watch it go by on the way to Bivalve.
Chili Mc Connell, a profession artist and sculptor from Port
Norris, painted an oyster boat for Barney’s Livingroom in 1928. His
Legends photograph was taken there.
Visit his Legends page.
Thank you everyone.

A 1936 Diamond T Firetruck sits in the building next to our PNHS
Meeting Hall. Barney has been part of the team from the Port Norris Fire
Company restoring this beautiful truck. It is used in parades and people
come by to see it. In the photo with Barney is Ron DeHainaut who was
part of the team to get this beauty restored.
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A Day On
The Meerwald

I

t was a perfect day for a sail! Blue skies, moderate wind
and surprisingly warm for an October afternoon.
35 members and friends of the PNHS enjoyed a
beautiful day on the schooner A.J. Meerwald, with 6 very
capable ship staff and Captain Jesse Briggs at the helm.
Some of the passengers participated in hoisting the
sails after receiving explicit direction and guidance from
a member of the staff. We quickly realized why it helps to
be young, strong and energetic to work on a schooner.
Once we were fully underway, one of the deckhands
provided us with a bit of history about the boat as well
as how the oysters were dredged from the bay back in
the early days when as many as 600 schooners were out
working the beds on the Delaware Bay.
					– Ginny Campbell

Meet the Newest
Residents of
Port Norris

T

he first annual scarecrow event was held at the
Louise E. Moore Senior Center on October 17,
2017.
Everyone had a good laugh and enjoyed making
the 12 scarecrows now decorating the light posts on
Main Street. For some, it felt like being a kid again.
It was a partnership with the Senior Center and the
Port Norris Historical Society along with guidance
and help from Susan Zipper of the Bayshore Center
at Bivalve.
Closets were cleaned out and hay left over from a
harvest party was used for the stuffing. The creativity
was contagious. Seeing a pile of old clothes take form
was magical. Each scarecrow has a name and a little
bio. You can see all 12 scarecrows with their additional
information on the website. Click Here
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Annual Fundraiser Legends of Port Norris Dinner
2017 Legends Honored
November 12th
EARLY 20TH CENTURY Emily Fowler Riggin
LATER 20TH CENTURY
Louis P. Dagastine • John Bradway
Rose Davis O’Brien & Jane O’Brien Robbins
LIVING LEGENDS
Clyde Phillips • Dominick Capaldi
See full review
Ginny Campbell, PNHS Membership Chair presents to Mary Linda
Lacotte and family for her Uncle, Louis P. Dagastine.

The family of Emily Fowler Riggin.
PNHS Member Gloria Guidera presents to Dom Capaldi with his
sister Mary.

PNHS Member, Carole Robbins, presents to Rose Ranier and
family for her mother and grandmother, Rose Davis O’Brien &
Jane O’Brien Robbins.

Clyde Philips holding his plaque surrounded by his family.

MEMBERSHIP
We would love to add your name to our growing list of members. Please give some thought to joining the PNHS.
Membership fees are for Individual - $10, Family - $15, Benefactor - $50 and over, and Student - $1 (no voting privileges)
and entitles you to discounts on our merchandise. Click here to renew or join, historicportnorris.org/membership.htm
Or mail your check to: Port Norris Historical Society, PO Box 187, Port Norris, NJ 08349.
Thank you for your support. Membership is key to applying for grants as well as your dollars help us continue with all of
our endeavours.

See us on Facebook and our website historicportnorris.org
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