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1.0

INTRODUCTION

This report provides information on the configuration and history of the former street railway
(trolley) car shed on the property of the PSE&G Paterson Substation located at 33-35 Van Houten
Street, Paterson, New Jersey (Figure 1-1). This building will be removed as part of planned
upgrades to the existing substation equipment in order to make way for installation of a new
switchgear building. This report responds to a request for recordation on the part of the Paterson
Historic Preservation Commission, who asked that the report and photographs be put on file in the
Paterson Public Library Local History Room, the Paterson Museum, and in the archive of the
Historic Preservation Commission.
A related plaque that commemorates the history of the site of the former trolley car shed building
is being prepared concurrently with this report.
1.1

Personnel, Authorship and Acknowledgements

This recordation was performed by Emily T. Cooperman, M.S., Ph.D., and Matthew S.
Tomaso, M.A., RPA. The authors visited the building on January 17, 2018. Dr. Cooperman
also visited the site on March 5, 2019. She, Mr. Tomaso, Kristian Eshelman, and Kyle Toth
conducted research for the project. The report was written by Dr. Cooperman and Mr.
Tomaso and illustrated by the authors and Mr. Eshelman, as credited.
Architectural drawings, prepared by Gregory Merton, with Ted Osborne, AIA, as Architect
of Record, have been provided to the City of Paterson along with this report as part of the
commemorative package concerning the subject building.
The report may be cited as follows:
Cooperman, Emily T., Matthew S. Tomaso, and Kristian Eshelman.
2019 Recordation of Street Railway (Trolley) Car Shed Building, PSE&G Paterson
Substation, 33-35 Van Houten Street, City of Paterson. Prepared by PS&S for
PSE&G.

PS&S wishes to thank Gene Rotonda, Bernadette LaFond and Giorbis Bermudez (PSE&G)
for their partnership in developing this project. We also appreciate the guidance and
collaborative assistance of Gianfranco Archimede in helping us understand the City of
Paterson’s needs and its history.
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2.0

HISTORIC CONTEXTS
2.1

Horsecars in Paterson

Horsecar lines were the main form of transportation within American cities from the second
quarter of the 19th century through the 1880s at the earliest. The relatively lower fares in
comparison to railroad lines allowed those who could not afford a horse and carriage of
their own to travel farther from the center of growing industrial cities to houses in new
suburban development areas. Horsecars were conventionally pulled by a two-horse team
along rails laid in city streets and provided an affordable and reliable means for workers to
commute to their place of employment (Figure 2-1). The ability to travel by horsecar was
an important factor in generating development in the new, more suburban areas of growing
American cities for middle-class residences. These had largely been previously unavailable
to those who could not afford their own individual means of transportation.
In contrast to some other American cities, Paterson’s first horsecar lines did not appear
until after the Civil War. In 1868, both the Paterson & Haledon Horse Railroad Company
and the Paterson & Passaic Horse Railroad Company were chartered. The first ran tracks
from Main Street and Broadway northwest to Haledon and was owned primarily by the
Passaic Water Company (Shriner 1890:82). The second line laid tracks from the New York,
Lake Erie & Western Railroad Company depot essentially where the current New Jersey
Transit Paterson railroad station is today at Railroad Avenue and Ward Street to Cedar
Lawn Cemetery, with the objective of developing the area of this rural cemetery. These
two companies were followed by the establishment of the Paterson & Little Falls Horse
Railroad Company, which around 1870 also ran lines from Main Street and Broadway, and
from the former New York, Susquehanna, and Western Railroad Company depot. The
depot was located north of Market Street near what is now Memorial Drive.
It was a common phenomenon for fortunes to be both made and lost in speculating on the
construction of horsecar lines: although fares were low, the high volume of travelers more
than made up for this factor in producing profits for investors. The early history of the
finances of Paterson’s early horsecar lines was, however, particularly dramatic. One late19th-century account asserted that “it is extremely doubtful whether there is a city in the
country in which more money has been spent on horse railroads than in Paterson,” adding
that horsecar lines, created competitively and speculatively, and dependent on future
construction, “were built long before the erection of houses in various parts of the city
justified any such expenditure of money” (Shriner 1890:81-82). The heavily speculative
nature of Paterson horsecar line development, led, not entirely unexpectedly, to financial
failure: for example, the line to Cedar Lawn Cemetery Rail Company was run at a loss
until it “succumbed to the panic of 1873” (Shriner 1890:81).
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2.2

Garret Hobart, the Paterson Railway Company, and the Introduction of the
Trolley

All of Paterson’s horsecar lines were consolidated in 1888 under the leadership of Garret
A. Hobart (1844-1899), who first came to Paterson in the 1860s to study law, and went on
to become a specialist in railroad bankruptcy and in advising railroad boards, “including
those he helped reorganize and place on firmer financial footing.” Railroad investments
also contributed substantially to the fortune he amassed (Connolly 2010:23). His acumen
led to a directorship on the board of some 60 companies (Johnson 1896:277). These
included the First National Bank of Paterson, and, in 1887, Hobart was involved in a
takeover of Paterson’s Passaic Water Company, to whose board he was elected that year.
Water companies constituted another major legal client sector for Hobart (Connolly
2010:24). This board “brought into [the] interest [of the company] men of large minds and
large means,” who understood that the water of the Passaic River could supply a much
larger territory in Northern New Jersey (Shriner 1890:79-80).
In addition to his other engagements, and more notably with respect to the history of the
Shed Building, Hobart was instrumental in re-organizing Paterson’s streetcar operations.
Because of the relationship between Hobart and others with the Passaic Water Company,
the Paterson & Haledon Horse Railroad Company, which was mainly owned by the Water
Company, fell into the control of Hobart and his fellow Water Company board members.
The relationship between the water company and the Railroad Company may have been a
factor in the company’s ownership of an outdoor skating pond, which, in 1895, provided
an income of around $3,500 during the winter season for excursion fares to this destination
(Steel Railway Review 1895:104) (Figure 2-2). The location of this pond has not been
identified.
Hobart and his colleagues went on to orchestrate the consolidation of all the horsecar
companies of Paterson in 1888. They are reported to have acquired the lines for $1,000,000.
Hobart transformed the former horsecar lines by introducing new, dark red-painted trolleys
– electric-powered streetcars on rails – within “a year or two” and went on to acquire the
Passaic, Garfield, and Clifton line, naming the newly consolidated system the Paterson
Railway Company (Pape and Scott 1899:69). Trolleys were first run in New Jersey in 1888,
just a year after the first successful American trolley operated in Richmond, Virginia. New
Jersey street rail companies were thus in the vanguard of those adopting the trolley over
the horsecar. Passaic was reported to have had the second trolley line to open in the state
(Pape and Scott 1899:69).
Hobart was said to “know the kind of truck, the name of the conductor and motorman, and
every detail of every car” of Paterson’s new trolley system (Halstead 1896:452). Rail
gauges were standardized between the different lines, which had not previously been
uniform from one company to another. More important for the long-term fiscal health of
the organization relative to its predecessor companies, “the rule” that had prevailed “in the
management of the horse railroad companies was reversed and the company waited until
the population demanded horse railroad facilities” (Shriner 1890:82).
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Hobart’s leadership of the company also led to leadership in the industry: in 1895, he
proposed a meeting to create an association for the “mutual benefit” of street railway
companies, which led to the formation of the Street Railway Association of New Jersey,
with David Young of Newark elected president (Street Railway Review 1895:128).
Following his service in the New Jersey General Assembly and as a New Jersey Senator,
where he was the Senate’s president, Hobart was tapped as William McKinley’s running
mate, and, when McKinley was elected as U.S. President in 1896, Hobart became the
nation’s vice president. Unfortunately, Hobart would not even live to see the tragedy of
McKinley’s assassination in 1901; he died on November 21, 1899 of a heart condition
(Street Railway Journal 1900:1053).
That same month, the Paterson Railway Company was part of a consolidation of a group
of northern New Jersey trolley companies, when the “Shanley syndicate” – David Young
of Newark, John F. Shanley, William C. Shanley, and others – formed the Jersey City,
Hoboken & Paterson Railway Company, based in Hoboken. This larger company, termed
“the most important one in New Jersey” a year later, brought together the lines of the North
Hudson County Street Railway Company; Paterson Street Railway Company; Paterson
Central Electric Railway Company; Saddle River Traction Company; Palisades Railroad
Company; White Line Traction Company; Paterson, Passaic & Rutherford Electric
Railway Company; Jersey City, Hoboken & Rutherford Electric Railway Company; and
the Paterson Horse Railway Company (Street Railway Review 1895:1128).
2.3

The Public Service Corporation

The Shanley group’s domination of the northern New Jersey traction lines was short-lived.
In 1903, the formation of the Public Service Corporation was effected. The specific purpose
of creating the new organization was to unite electrical (primarily lighting) and traction
companies, which explains of the juxtaposition of power and transportation facilities at the
Paterson site. Among the 21 businesses in Essex, Hudson, Bergen, Union and Morris
counties that were absorbed into the new corporation were the Jersey City, Hoboken and
Paterson Railway Company as well as the Paterson and Passaic Gas and Electric Company
(Electrical World and Engineer 1903:633).
.
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3.0

SITE-SPECIFIC HISTORY BEFORE THE PRESENT BUILDING
3.1

Development before 1864, and the Construction and Use of the “Wigwam”

The 1828 Freeman Map of Paterson (Figure 3-1) indicates that the area currently occupied
by the PSE&G Paterson substation had been developed by the second quarter of the 19th
century. The Freeman map shows freestanding and row buildings on Van Houten Street
and Broadway. The vicinity of the present trolley shed building is shown as being occupied
by a relatively large building in two volumes. This was identified in the 1870s as the
residence of Abraham Van Houten (Nelson 1877: 26).
An important development on what is now the PSE&G substation property took place in
1864. That year, Paterson Democrats monopolized the only available public hall in the city
every night of the important Presidential campaign of that year (Northern Monthly
Magazine 1867: 191-92). This would result in the re-election of Abraham Lincoln amidst
the tumult of the Civil War. In response to the Democrats’ move, Paterson’s leading
Republicans (Lincoln’s party), including state legislator and former Paterson mayor John
J. Brown, constructed a meeting hall which was dubbed the “Wigwam” and which “soon
became the rallying place for the loyal people of the city,” with the motto, “Free Soil, Free
Speech, and Free Men” (American Historical Society, Inc. 1921: 273). The Wigwam was
characterized in the 1880s as a “popular place for meetings [that] called together for years
large audiences of both men and women to listen to the best speakers in the Union,” and
that its “influence was the means of a political education among the people which was far
beyond what was usual in most communities” (Clayton and Woodford 1882: 549). In the
1870s, the building was referred to as “famous.”
This frame meeting hall was designed by English-born Paterson engineer Andrew Derrom
(1817-1892), a supporter of the Union cause who led the 1862 effort to enlist troops in
response to Lincoln’s call (Clayton and Nelson 1882: 144). Derrom was described in 1867
as “one of the most extensive builders and lumber-dealers in the city” that was “fast
becoming one of the most important lumber-depots in New Jersey” (Northern Monthly
Magazine 1867: 181). The hall of the Wigwam was octagonal in plan, with an upper gallery
that lined the perimeter except where the stage was located. A cupola allowed it to be
“finely ventilated”; it was “lighted at night by a huge octagon of gas jets.” It was said to
have “often held three thousand persons” although it was also noted that an audience of
over 2,000 led it to be “crowded to suffocation” (Northern Monthly Magazine 1867: 19192; New York Times 1879). It was also said that it was “probable that more distinguished
men have spoken from its platform than in any single building in the United States”
(Northern Monthly Magazine 1867: 192).
The 1877 Hyde map of Paterson shows the Wigwam in its original configuration (Figure
3-2) as an irregular-plan, frame building consisting of the octagonal-plan hall with
projections on the west side. This configuration is seen in a historic image of the building
in its original use (Figure 3-3; Corbett 2008: 10). Importantly for its later use by the
Paterson Railway Company, the end of a horsecar line on Broadway in front of the building
is also clearly visible in the 1877 map.
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3.2

1870s to 1902

By the end of the 1870s, the urgency of “the great occasion” for the political meetings that
led to the Wigwam’s construction had “happily passed away.” Accordingly, it was no
longer used for its original purpose by 1882 (Clayton and Woodford 1882: 550). Its primary
use became as a skating rink, as is indicated by the 1884 Robinson map of that year (Figure
3-4). This map also clearly shows that, by this date, the connection between horsecar
transportation and the area of the former Wigwam went beyond the line in the bed of
Broadway: on the other side of Broadway directly opposite the former Wigwam stood
“Horse Car Stables” on the north side of the road, with two tracks entering the building.
This facility is more fully detailed in the 1887 Sanborn map (Figure 3-5), which shows that
the brick building had a 2-story front volume and a large, 1-story rear volume that consisted
of a stable on the west portion and horsecar storage on the eastern portion. Thus, the tracks
shown in the Robinson map led into these two parts of the building.
The 1887 Sanborn map that shows the south side of Broadway and the former Wigwam
(Figure 3-6) suggests that the building may have been altered for use as a skating rink,
since the rear of the structure is shown as deeper than on earlier maps, although such
discrepancies can indicate mapping errors. Also, 1-story volumes on the west side of the
building may have been additions, since they do not appear on the 1877 Hyde map.
In 1888, the newly formed Paterson Railway Company purchased the former Wigwam
property. Two maps from 1899 document the early use of the site by the Paterson Railway
Company. The Robinson map of that year (Figure 3-7) clearly shows a series of tracks not
only leading into the building on the north side of Broadway, but also seven leading into
buildings on the south side of Broadway, including the former Wigwam. These clearly
indicates that the Railway Company owned at least two properties west of the former
Wigwam. In addition, dotted lines connect one of those tracks through a building to its
south and onto Van Houten Street, showing that the Railway Company also owned this
property and was using it for their operations.
The Sanborn maps of the same year for the area (Figures 3-8, 3-9) provide further
information about the Railway Company facilities on both sides of Broadway. The Sanborn
map that includes the south side of Broadway and Van Houten shows that the Wigwam
and adjacent properties were in use for storage and repair of rail cars. Comparison of the
1899 Sanborn with the 1887 Sanborn indicates that the Railway Company had expanded
into what had been 24, 22, and 20 Broadway as well as 43 Van Houten, and that the main
volumes of the houses at 24 and 22 Broadway had been retained and joined to the former
Wigwam by 1-story new construction, which extended the full depth of the block on the
western edge of the property. This new construction replaced the former houses at 20
Broadway and 43 Van Houten Street, and included a brick partition that separated 22 from
24 Broadway and extended across the addition to the former Wigwam on the south in the
middle of the block. This Sanborn also clearly indicates that the main, octagonal section of
the former Wigwam auditorium served as the repair shop for the facility and the remaining
spaces were used as car storage (see also Corbett 2008: 21).
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The Sanborn map for the north side of Broadway for 1899 also indicates that the building
shown on earlier maps as housing both car storage and stables now was used only as a car
shed. The lack of horse facilities in the Railway Company’s Broadway buildings confirms
the conversion of horsecars to trolleys had been effected soon after the formation of the
company in 1888. The nearest electrical facility, the Edison Electric Illuminating Co., later
taken over by the Public Service Corporation, was located one half-block to the west at the
northwest corner of Van Houten and Prospect Streets (see Figure 3-6).
3.3

1902: The Great Fire

In 1902, the Paterson Railway Company’s complex on the south side of Broadway would
become the starting point of one of the greatest disasters in the city’s history. Shortly after
midnight on February 9th, Railway Company employee Charles Abrams detected a fire that
had started in the car sheds portion of the western part of the complex on the south side of
Broadway, and the first alarm was pulled at 12:09 a.m. (Corbett 2008: 21). A contemporary
news account recorded that an overheated stove had sparked a blaze in the wood frame
structure (New York Times 10 February 1902). Several trolleys, themselves also made of
wood, were discovered to be in flames in the storage area almost immediately (Corbett
2008: 21).
By the time firefighters arrived, the entire Railway Company facility was involved, and
within a half-hour of the time the blaze was first detected it had spread to 39-41 Van Houten
Street immediately to the west of the rear portion of the Railway Company building. The
fire moved to the east on Van Houten through adjacent wooden buildings, and soon crossed
the street to others on the opposite side (see Figure 3-7; Corbett 2008: 22).
High winds began to carry firebrands and hot embers south and then east from the relatively
small, nearby, wooden Van Houten Street buildings to areas beyond the immediate
surroundings of the Railway Company complex. Larger, masonry exterior buildings began
to be consumed along with smaller wood frame and masonry structures as the fire grew in
size and intensity. The first large building to fall victim to the growing conflagration was
the First Baptist Church on Van Houten Street a block and a half away from the Railway
Company building (Corbett 2008: 23-24). By 3:30 in the morning, the old City Hall, then
serving as the city’s police station and located in the middle of the block to the south of the
church, was in ruins (New York Times 10 February 1902).
The fire continued essentially uncontrolled, destroying the core of the city’s business
district. The progress of the fire was only slowed after the arrival of the Jersey City Engine
Company at 6:35 in the morning (Corbett 2008: 49). The last building to burn downtown
was the Hamilton Club, three blocks to the east and two to the south of the Railway
Company’s building on Broadway (Corbett 2008: 51). The Sanborn company mapped the
full extent of the devastation in February, 1902 (Figure 3-10). In this area, only four
buildings survived, including City Hall, which was heavily damaged (Corbett 2008: 37).
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4.0

HISTORY OF THE STREET RAILWAY CAR SHED BUILDING
4.1

Construction and Original Configuration – ca. 1903-1920s

Despite the destruction wreaked by the Great Fire, the Railway Company continued to
operate at the Broadway property. In the aftermath of the fire, the company constructed
two buildings there, presumably not long after the fire. These buildings are not documented
until 1915, when Sanborn and Mueller maps of that year (Figures 4-1 and 4-2) show the
property owned by the Public Service Corporation by this date, as well as the facility on
the other side of Broadway and the electrical plant owned by the company on the west side
of Prospect Street.
These maps show that the wood-frame buildings that had included the Wigwam that were
destroyed in the fire had been replaced, unsurprisingly, by masonry buildings. The building
with which this report is primarily concerned was identified in this map as a “St[reet].
R[ailwa]y. Car Shed.” The 1915 Sanborn map shows this building as having exterior brick
walls on the east and west (Plates 4-1, 4-2) elevations. Although now painted on both sides
(Plates 4-3, 4-4), visual evidence indicates that these walls date to the period of
construction, and that the footprint of the main volume of the building shown in the
Sanborn and Mueller maps corresponds to the present building. This Sanborn map also
shows the walls as 12 inches in depth. Visual evidence indicates that this may refer to the
integral buttresses that are also visible on the inside of the building (see Plate 4-3).
This Sanborn map also shows that originally the building had an earth floor. Today, the
floor is poured-in-place concrete (see Plate 4-4). The roof is shown as corrugated iron on
an iron truss, which, along with the masonry walls, were clearly intended to be fireproof in
construction. Today, the roof is clad in asphalt shingle, but its gabled form can be presumed
to date to its original construction because of the presence of the trusses indicated on the
early map. The north and south ends of the building are also shown as open, in contrast to
the existing end walls (Plates 4-5, 4-6), which are infill from the 1920s (see next section).
Cold joint seams visible in both the north and south walls today (Plate 4-7) indicate the
point where the original construction and the later infill meet. The underside of the
northernmost roof truss is visible on the north elevation (Plate 4-8), although the trusses
cannot be seen fully either on the outside of the building thanks to relatively recent plywood
covering, or on the inside because of the pressed tin panel ceiling (with later plywood
patching) that appears to date to the period of original construction (Plate 4-9). One of the
purposes of the interior buttresses is likely to have been the support of the trusses.
The Sanborn also shows openings on the east and west elevations. Evidence of former
openings is still visible on the building today, although these have all been infilled with
brick. On the east elevation, three infilled windows are visible (Plate 4-10), as are their
historic, segmental-arch headers and rough-faced stone sills (Plate 4-11). On the west,
similar headers for former openings are visible on either side of the current roll-up garage
door, which is a later alteration (Plates 4-12, 4-13). Finally, this Sanborn shows a 1-story,
brick-nogged, frame air compressor volume on the west side of the building, accessed by
an opening from the main volume that corresponds to the northern infilled historic opening
on this wall. To the north of this volume, a small, open frame volume is shown. A patch
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line in the north end of the west elevation shows the location of this former volume and/or
the later office in this location (See next section; Plate 4-14). The other structure on the
property, to the southeast of the Shed Building and fronting on Van Houten Street and no
longer extant, is identified as a 1-story brick employees’ locker and recreation room
building.
The 1915 Mueller map (Figure 4-2), like the 1899 Robinson map, shows the pattern and
extent of trolley tracks through the building and the site. Interestingly, no tracks are shown
as entering the building on the north side of Broadway, in contrast to the earlier period, and
more tracks are shown going through the property on the south side of Broadway in
comparison to the earlier period.
4.2

Changes to the Property, 1920s to the Present

The 1920s brought several important changes to the Paterson property. The first of these
was the construction of the current substation building as demand for consumer electricity
grew. The other was the substitution of bus lines for trolley lines in Paterson by the Public
Service Corporation (New York Times 17 November 1929).
The result of these key changes can be seen in the 1931 corrections to the 1915 Sanborn
map (Figure 4-3). First, this map indicates subdivision of the Public Service Corporation
into different functions, with the Public Service Coordinated Transportation Company
occupying primarily the north side of the property where the bus terminal was located, and
the substation on the southwest.
This map indicates that with the abandonment of trolley use, the Shed Building was
converted to other purposes, and was altered and added onto. This map shows that the main
volume of building (what remains on site today) was in use for storage. The main volume
is no longer shown as open on the north and south sides. Visual evidence, including the
steel frame, multi-light windows, strongly suggest that the current north and south walls
date to this period (Plates 4-5, 4-6).
The 1915/1931 Sanborn map also shows additions on the east and west sides of the
building. On the east side, two rectangular-plan, one-story, concrete block volumes are
shown: an office on the south side of the elevation, and a smaller volume to its north.
Patching on the east wall corresponds roughly to the location of these (Plate 4-1). On the
west, a full-depth, one-story frame addition that is also identified as an office is shown. A
door in the location of the southern opening on the west elevation (Plate 4-12) is shown as
having an iron door. The northern door on this side is shown as being in the same location
as shown in the 1915 Sanborn map.
Historic aerial photographs clearly show buses on the property in the 1950s, and suggest
that the side volume additions had been removed by this period. In the 1970s, after the
creation of the New Jersey Transit Corporation, the Shed Building no longer served as a
facility associated with transportation.
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Visual evidence suggests that changes such as the current roll-up garage door and
associated opening as well as the plywood siding on the gable end have taken place since
this period.
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Plate 4-1: Shed Building, looking southwest from New Jersey Transit station at east
elevation

Plate 4-2:

Shed building, west elevation, looking northeast

Plate 4-3:

Central section, east wall, Shed Building, looking east

Plate 4-4:

Interior, Shed Building, looking southwest toward south and west walls

Plate 4-5:

North elevation, Shed Building, looking southwest

Plate 4-6:

South elevation, Shed Building, looking northwest

Plate 4-7: North elevation, Shed Building, looking southwest, showing seam between
ca. 1903 and ca. 1920s construction.

Plate 4-8:

Detail, north elevation, Shed Building, showing roof truss

Plate 4-9:

Shed Building interior, northwest toward north wall, showing ceiling

Plate 4-10: Shed Building east wall, looking southwest, showing infilled windows

Plate 4-11: Detail, east wall, Shed Building, showing stone window sill

Plate 4-12: Southwest corner, Shed Building interior, looking southwest

Plate 4-13: West wall interior, Shed Building, showing infilled north opening

Plate 4-14: West wall exterior, Shed Building, looking northeast

5.0

SITE SIGNIFICANCE

The former street railway car shed building discussed in this report is a utilitarian structure that
marks the ongoing use of PSE&G property after the Great Fire. This building, however, has no
particular historic architectural or general historical value in the history of Paterson, in the history
of the PSE&G company, or as a design.
The site of this building, however, is important in the history of the city for several reasons. The
first of these is the site’s associations with Paterson’s horsecar and early trolley lines, including
the role of Garret Hobart in connection with this early aspect of Paterson’s transportation history.
The second reason is the association of the site with Paterson’s political history in the period of
the Civil War through the important role the former Wigwam played in the political life of Paterson
in the crucial moment of the 1864 presidential election and its aftermath. Finally, and perhaps most
important, is the site’s place in the tragedy of the 1902 Great Fire as the point of its ignition. The
Great Fire was the worst in the state’s history to that point, and destroyed the vast majority of the
city’s downtown, leaving only four buildings standing.
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