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The technical report presents the results of archival and historical research relating to the history of Petty’s 
Island. The New Jersey Natural Lands Trust (NJNLT) commissioned this research to inform the early stages of 
planning for historical interpretation of the island.  In 2009, the NJNLT accepted a conservation easement on 
Petty’s Island from the CITGO Petroleum Corporation. The NJNLT has established the Petty’s Island Preserve 
and is preparing to manage the island’s exceptional wildlife and plant habitat for the enjoyment and educational 
benefit of future generations.

The historical data presented by this report may be used to assist with the development of interpretive materials. 
These may include exhibits for an environmental education and cultural visitor’s center that has been proposed 
for the island. There is also the possibility of documentary films, outdoor interpretive displays, visitor pro-
gramming and other products that will benefit from historical research. Additionally, historical data may prove 
useful in future land use decisions, for instance, assisting with the identification of any potentially sensitive 
archaeological areas should consultation with the State Historic Preservation Office become necessary under 
federal or state laws or regulations.

This report reviews the archival repositories and libraries that were visited by researchers, summarizing avail-
able archival materials and resources as they relate to the history of Petty’s Island. This material is then present-
ed and organized within a series of 15 historical themes. The history of Petty’s Island is multi-faceted; themes 
that form parts of  the island’s story include the history of aboriginal peoples, European settlement and early 
property ownership, state and municipal boundaries, meadow banking and livestock, lotteries, slavery, fisher-
ies, river channels and navigation improvements, ship graveyards, shipbuilding, defense, recreation, lore and 
legends, oil and bulk materials handling and natural resources preservation. The report includes an extensive list 
of references and appendices presenting a range of maps, aerial photographs, historic images and photographs, 
a table of property owners and newspaper articles.
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A. PROJECT PURPOSE AND NEED

In September 2015, Hunter Research, Inc. was con-
tracted with the New Jersey Natural Lands Trust 
(NJNLT) to undertake historical and archival research 
on the Petty’s Island Preserve in Pennsauken Township, 
Camden County, New Jersey. Petty’s Island is a 
roughly 300-acre island surrounded by tidal flats with-
in the Delaware River and situated between the cities 
of Philadelphia and Camden. In 2009, the NJNLT 
accepted a conservation easement on the island from 
the CITGO Petroleum Corporation. CITGO is in the 
process of closing down its Petty’s Island petroleum 
operations and decontaminating the island, an obli-
gation that will take several years to complete. The 
NJNLT has established the Petty’s Island Preserve 
and is preparing to manage the island’s exceptional 
wildlife and plant habitat for the enjoyment and edu-
cational benefit of future generations. While natural 
resources are the primary focus of its mission, the 
NJNLT recognizes that Petty’s Island has an unusual 
and absorbing history that is reflected in historical and 
archival materials. There is also a robust lore attached 
to the island that is reflected in today’s popular cul-
ture, particularly on the Internet, but much of this 
information is not particularly well sourced.

The current project involves undertaking historical 
research and examining archival materials relating 
to the history and cultural resources of Petty’s Island 
with the goal of compiling information and identifying 
content that can be developed for future incorporation 
into interpretive exhibits and materials. The NJNLT 
is in the preliminary stages of planning an environ-
mental education and cultural visitors center for the 
island. There is also the possibility of documentary 
films, outdoor interpretive displays, visitor program-

ming and other products that will benefit from his-
torical content. This historical information needs to be 
factual, accurately interpreted and compellingly pre-
sented because the island has a captivating past that is 
worth sharing to increase the public’s appreciation of 
its resources. Additionally, historical data may prove 
useful in future land use decisions, for instance, assist-
ing with the identification of any potentially sensitive 
archaeological areas should consultation with the 
State Historic Preservation Office become necessary 
under federal or state laws or regulations.

B. METHODOLOGY AND SOURCES 
CONSULTED

Historical and archival research has aimed to recover 
a land-use history of Petty’s Island from prehistoric 
times to the present. This research has been targeted at 
essential topics, including, but not limited to: Native 
American occupation; European settlement and land 
ownership from the 17th century to the present; and 
former agricultural, commercial, military and indus-
trial land uses. The objective in research has been to 
identify and compile relevant archival materials and 
publications that will be essential for the NJNLT to 
know about, and to make use of, as it begins to plan 
for and implement interpretive exhibits and programs. 

During the course of this project, researchers have 
gathered, reviewed and obtained copies of materials 
pertinent to the history of Petty’s Island. This report 
organizes and presents these data in several ways; for 
instance, they are organized thematically with discus-
sion of important people and organizations in Chapter 
2, and by format in Appendix A (Selected Maps and 
Aerial Photographs), Appendix B (Selected Historic 
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Images and Photographs), Appendix C (Property 
Owernship) and Appendix D (Selected Newspaper 
Articles). Context and historical insight have been 
offered along the way, as appropriate, but it should be 
emphasized that the goal of this report is not to present 
a definitive history of Petty’s Island, but rather to pro-
vide a road map to historical resources and materials 
that are available to the NJNLT and others interested 
in the island’s history.

A starting point for this research was to review his-
torical interpretive materials already in use by the 
NJNLT. Among these materials are a series of trail 
wayside exhibits recently installed on the island and 
an industrial heritage object survey that focused on an 
analysis of the remaining physical infrastructure of the 
former CITGO refinery (NJNLT 2015; Vitetta 2015). 
Although there are no modern historical monographs 
on the history of Petty’s Island, a good overview and 
extensive 23-page Petty’s Island timeline, prepared 
by Bob Shinn in 2012, are available from the website 
of New Jersey Audubon, which works in coopera-
tion with the Delaware Riverkeeper and the Cooper 
River Watershed Association, with funding from the 
NJNLT, to develop and conduct limited programming 
and stewardship on Petty’s Island (Shinn 2012; New 
Jersey Audubon 2014).

During the course of this project, numerous historical 
repositories were visited and consulted for relevant 
materials. A list of all references reviewed is provided 
at the end of the narrative section of this report, but 
there are several public agencies, public and aca-
demic libraries, and Internet sources worthy of more 
extended mention.

No single archive or library provides a comprehensive 
history of Petty’s Island, but a good place to begin is 
the Camden County Historical Society in Camden, 
New Jersey. The society’s library holds an extensive 
collection of published secondary sources relevant to 
a study of the island. These sources include the stan-

dard county and township histories, e.g., Prowell’s 
The History of Camden County, New Jersey, (1886); 
Paul F. Cranston’s Camden County, 1681-1931, Two 
Hundred and Fiftieth Anniversary; The Story of an 
Industrial Empire (1931), which includes a good sum-
mary of the origins of the CITGO refinery as the Crew 
Levick Company; and Jack Fichter’s The Pennsauken 
Story (1966; revised centennial edition published 
in 1991), which offers a local perspective on the 
island’s relationship to the New Jersey mainland. The 
historical society also maintains a copy of John L. 
Morrison’s curiously titled pamphlet The Romance of 
Petty’s Island, self-published in 1916, which despite 
its idiosyncratic style ranks as the first known and 
until very recently the only attempt to treat the history 
of the island at any length. Petty’s Island has merited 
only a few lines or paragraphs in most county and 
local histories.

The Camden County Historical Society also maintains 
an excellent collection of county maps, a selection of 
which are reproduced in Appendix A of this report. 
Perhaps the society’s most outstanding resource in 
this regard is an original hand-drawn survey of Petty’s 
Island, dated circa 1784, and labeled as “the out-
bound of the bank of Petties [sic] Island laid out by 
the managers” (Figure A.11). Other items of interest 
include photographs of Rillat’s boat yard on Petty’s 
Island, dating to 1888 (Images B.23a-c); genealogical 
records of the Cooper family who were prominent 
Petty’s Island landowners from the late 1750s to the 
early decades of the 19th century and active in mead-
ow banking; and original unrecorded 18th-century 
Petty’s Island deeds, including the original wax-sealed 
copy of a deed of 1732 transferring the island from 
Benjamin Fairman to John Petty (Image B.4).

A complement to the collection of the Camden County 
Historical Society is that of the Historical Society of 
Pennsylvania (HSP) in Philadelphia. Although the 
island has officially been part of New Jersey since 
1783, its previously ambiguous status as part of either 
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the colony of Pennsylvania or New Jersey resulted in 
many of the early land transactions being recorded 
in Philadelphia. Even after it became part of New 
Jersey, the island retained a strong association with 
Philadelphians and their various agricultural, mari-
time, industrial and recreational pursuits. HSP main-
tains an excellent collection of standard Philadelphia 
histories from John F. Watson’s classic Annals of 
Philadelphia and Pennsylvania in the Olden Time 
(1850) to recent neighborhood histories such as 
George J. Holmes’s Philadelphia River Wards (2003), 
one of several Arcadia Images of America series 
books to offer perspectives on Philadelphia’s historic 
waterfront and nearby areas that look out onto Petty’s 
Island. Like their Camden County counterparts, most 
Philadelphia historians have thought the island worthy 
of only a few words of mention rather than extended 
narrative treatment.

There are some primary sources of particular interest 
at HSP. The most important of these is an envelope of 
old deeds and a map donated to the society by Miss 
Ella Manderson in the early part of the 20th century. 
These deeds are all handwritten copies of original late 
17th and 18th-century deeds that were certified by 
the Philadelphia city clerk in 1841, probably as part 
of a title search related to the acquisition of island 
property by businessman Andrew Manderson. The 
map, plotted by William Woolman, surveyor, in 1875, 
depicts four island tracts acquired by Joseph Cooper 
and others from 1759 to 1791 (Figure A.31). HSP has 
an extensive collection of Delaware River paintings, 
lithographs and photographs documenting the chang-
ing character of the river from the colonial period 
to the present. These are key to visualizing mari-
time activities and city skylines as they might have 
appeared from Petty’s Island at different periods but 
images specifically depicting Petty’s Island are very 
few in number. Perhaps the most notable of HSP’s 
Petty’s Island images are a selection of about a half-
dozen photographs used by the Philadelphia Record 

newspaper to report on events on or near the island 
from the 1920s to the 1950s (Figure A.53; Images 
B.30 and B.31a-c). 

The archives at Philadelphia’s Independence Seaport 
Museum offer another good source of Delaware River 
images, likely equaling if not exceeding HSP’s col-
lection (Images B.22 and B.25-B.28). The museum 
is also critical to any study of the William Cramp 
& Sons Ship and Engine Building Company and its 
predecessor and successor firms. Cramp’s main ship-
yards were in the Kensington and Richmond sections 
of Philadelphia, but the shipbuilder also maintained 
facilities on the southern end of Petty’s Island from 
circa 1853 to 1891, circa 1916 to 1927, and circa 
1940 to 1947. The surviving Cramp business records 
typically only mention Cramp’s Petty’s Island ship-
yard in passing, suggesting its ancillary relationship 
to the main shipyard operations, but at various times 
Petty’s Island was used by Cramp for a sawmill, the 
building of clipper ships, materials storage and a forge. 
There are many Cramp shipyard photographs from the 
late 1880s to 1920s; unfortunately, none have been 
identified that focus on the Petty’s Island facilities, 
but there are many photographs that offer glimpses of 
Petty’s Island’s buildings, trees and shoreline in the far 
background of views of launchings and other activi-
ties at the Richmond shipyard on the Philadelphia 
waterfront. Another large collection of Cramp photo-
graphs is preserved at the Urban Archives of Temple 
University in Philadelphia. This collection is similar in 
character to the one at Independence Seaport Museum 
but focuses on World War II from 1940 to 1946 when 
the shipyard was brought back into military service 
after closing in 1927.

Cartographic sources are among the most essential as 
well as numerous primary documents for understand-
ing the historical evolution of land use on Petty’s 
Island. More than 65 maps and aerial photographs 
dating from 1639 to the present were selected for 
inclusion in Appendix A of this report. The maps 
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and aerial photographs assist modern researchers to 
appreciate the island as a dynamic landform that has 
been shaped and altered over time by natural and 
cultural forces. The maps and aerial photographs 
presented in Appendix A were gathered from the 
Camden County Historical Society, Hagley Museum 
and Library, Historical Society of Pennsylvania, 
Library of Congress, New Jersey State Archives, New 
Jersey State Library, the Philadelphia Free Library and 
the Rutgers University Library in New Brunswick. 
Those cartographic sources that are rare or one-of-a-
kind are attributed to specific collections, but most are 
available from multiple libraries and often as digital 
resources, for example from websites such as Historic 
Aerials (historicaerials.com) and PhilaGeoHistory 
(philageohistory.org).

The special collections of several repositories are 
relevant to specific topics of interest to the study of 
Petty’s Island. The Library Company of Philadelphia 
houses the most complete collection in the region of 
lottery ephemera including over 3,000 lottery tickets 
and several hundred advertising pieces including 
lottery scheme circulars, handbills and broadsides.  
Within this collection are several dozen broadsides 
and handbills related to a series of private lotteries 
held on Petty’s Island from 1761 to 1774. These piec-
es of paper were printed on one side and distributed 
as advertisements at fairs, markets and taverns or by 
peddlers who roamed the countryside.

The New Jersey State Archives in Trenton was 
searched strategically for official state government 
records related to Petty’s Island. One of the more ger-
mane collections is that of the Riparian Commission, 
which was established in 1869 to settle land claims 
between the State and the owners of property lying 
under the waters of New Jersey. The commission 
made a survey of Petty’s Island in 1875, providing 
what is believed to be the most accurate property own-
ership map of the immediate post-Civil War period 
(Figure A.30).

A large collection of official federal governmental 
records related to maintaining the Delaware River 
to navigation is held at the National Archives and 
Records Administration (NARA) Mid-Atlantic 
Regional facility in northeast Philadelphia. These 
records date mostly from the 1880s to 1950s and are 
found largely within the record group of the U.S. 
Army Corps of Engineers. These records deal mostly 
with various projects to maintain and improve the 
river’s main channel. Unfortunately, there was not 
sufficient time within the current project to review 
all of these records, particularly since there is not an 
aid to facilitate finding of references to Petty’s Island. 
Furthermore, many of the Corps’ final reports related 
to these projects have been reproduced as official pub-
lished government reports and are currently available 
through Google Book digital searches.

In terms of potential archaeological resources, the 
Archaeological Site Survey of the New Jersey State 
Museum was checked and there are currently no reg-
istered archaeological sites on Petty’s Island. The sur-
vey and regulatory compliance files of the New Jersey 
Historic Preservation Office (NJHPO) were also 
reviewed.  There are currently no National Register or 
New Jersey Register-listed or eligible historic proper-
ties on Petty’s Island. In 2005, TRC Environmental 
Corporation submitted a Phase IA Cultural Resources 
Survey for Petty’s Island on behalf of Cherokee 
Pennsauken, LLC, which at the time was contem-
plating redevelopment of the island for a project that 
has since been abandoned. This report recommended 
further work since few conclusions could be reached 
prior to receiving permission to conduct a thorough 
site inspection or conduct any necessary subsurface 
investigations. The documentary review was cursory 
and relied mostly on the standard published county 
and local histories, as well as prior surveys in the 
vicinity of Petty’s Island, mostly on the nearby main-
land or for underwater archaeology in the channels 
near Petty’s Island. The most germane of the channel 
reports is the one prepared by archaeologist Edward F. 
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Heite in 1982 dealing specifically with a proposal to 
dredge the Petty’s Island Back Channel. Heite offered 
an analysis that there was some possibility of recov-
ering submerged wrecks from specific locations that 
had not been previously dredged. Heite concluded that 
documentary evidence was insufficient to locate the 
hull of the Continental frigate Alliance, constructed 
in 1777 and scuttled on the island in 1790 after being 
stripped down (Heite 1982; TRC Environmental 
Corporation 2005: 3-5).

During the course of this project, researchers checked 
the on-line catalogs of other regional archives and 
libraries including the Pennsylvania State Archives, 
the American Philosophical Society, Rutgers 
University Libraries, Princeton University Library 
and the University of Pennsylvania Libraries. It was 
determined that these repositories were unlikely to 
have additional materials of direct relevance to Petty’s 
Island.

Liberal use was made of on-line historical data-
bases including GenealogyBank.com, Newspapers.
com, Ancestry.com, Fold3.com and Google Books. 
For example, a search on the term “Petty’s Island” 
in GenealogyBank.com’s newspaper archive yielded 
over 300 newspaper articles. It is felt that research 
in this area has yet to be exhausted since the search 
terms are numerous, new materials are added to the 
databases all the time, and optical character recogni-
tion, which digitizes handwritten or printed text into 
machine-coded text, is considered to be far from 100 
percent accurate.

Hunter Research has endeavored to compile a list 
of property owners on Petty’s Island from the 17th 
century to the present. This research goal has been 
significantly advanced with identification of more 
than 70 past owners through official transfers of 
property. Petty’s Island deeds and wills are found in 
the Camden County Court House, the Philadelphia 
City Archives, the Philadelphia Registrar of Wills, 

the New Jersey State Archives and among a smat-
tering of unrecorded deeds and wills at the Camden 
County Historical Society. The chains of title are not 
complete, especially for the late 18th to mid-19th 
century when Petty’s Island was divided into as many 
as 18 lots. The chains of title  have gaps possibly due 
to misfiled, missing or unrecorded deeds and wills, or 
possibly simply due to the need for additional research 
effort. There may yet be undiscovered deeds and wills 
in these and other repositories. The property owners 
are presented in table format in Appendix C.

Finally, a note on compass directions.  Petty’s Island 
lies within a stretch of the Delaware River that flows 
northeast to southwest, although typically the river is 
described generally as flowing north to south. Most 
historical accounts describe the upper end of Petty’s 
Island as the north end, although technically it lies 
more to the east of the lower end since the island is 
longer than it is wide. For the sake of consistency, 
this report uses what has been the typical convention 
of referring to the upper end as the north end and 
the lower end as the south end.  The island’s shore-
lines are described as either the northwest shoreline 
for the side of the island facing onto Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania or the southeast shoreline for the side of 
the island facing onto Camden and Pennsauken, New 
Jersey. Historical documents that reference compass 
directions on the island are not easily interpreted, e.g., 
the north side of the island might refer to the upper 
end or to the side facing Philadelphia.
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Chapter 2

THEMATIC HISTORY OF PETTY’S ISLAND

A. OVERVIEW

… Petty’s Island is virtually an unknown land to most 
Philadelphians. – John L. Morrison, The Romance of 
Petty’s Island, 1916.

In 1916, a 46-year-old journalist named John L. 
Morrison (1870-1957) published a ten-page pam-
phlet curiously titled The Romance of Petty’s Island. 
Morrison’s prose was wordy, even old-fashioned for 
its time, digressing frequently to comment on events 
and people with only tangential associations to the 
island. Still, Romance was probably the first effort 
to produce a narrative history of Petty’s Island. Until 
recently, it was the only publication that attempted 
to cover the island’s multi-faceted history from the 
pre-colonial period to modern times. Prior to the pub-
lication of Romance, Petty’s Island merited only brief 
mention in the official histories of Philadelphia and 
Camden County, New Jersey. The island was usually 
remembered for its connections to the Lenape and 
some prominent early Swedish and English Quaker 
settlers, yet most chroniclers treated Petty’s Island as 
a relatively isolated place of little economic, political 
or social consequence. Morrison did not necessarily 
see the island that way and his sources were credible 
given the standards of his time. He gathered together 
a series of interesting factoids about the island, for 
example that it had been the source of a boundary 
controversy, that a portion of the island had been once 
sold by lottery, and that the island’s shores likely har-
bored a moderately famous shipwreck. Yet Morrison 
was not beyond inviting readers’ imaginations to 
populate a Petty’s Island wilderness with a rogues 
gallery of noble savages, pirates, slavers, vigilantes 
and gamblers.  In fact, there was very little evidence 

that governmental authorities had ever considered the 
island uncivilized ground for persistent bad behavior, 
although clearly there had been occasional incidents.

Oddly, Morrison had no obvious historical con-
nections to Petty’s Island. He was the son of Levi 
Morrison, editor of the Greenville Advance Argus, a 
northwestern Pennsylvania newspaper. The younger 
Morrison grew up with “ink on his hands” and became 
his father’s co-editor in the late 1880s.  According to 
an obituary, Morrison only once “strayed from the 
Greenville reservation” for a few years from 1915 
to 1918. During this brief interlude, he was based 
in Philadelphia and New York City working as the 
secretary for an investment banking house and serv-
ing on the editorial staff of the Philadelphia Bulletin. 
After his father’s death in 1917, Morrison returned to 
Greenville, about 75 miles north of Pittsburgh, to take 
over the family newspaper business. He was publisher 
of the Record-Argus until his own death at the age of 
86 in 1957. Other than an article on his collection of 
wooden Indians, which appeared in the October 1928 
issue of Scribner’s Magazine, The Romance of Petty’s 
Island is the only history that Morrison is thought to 
have written (Morrison 1916, 1928; Record-Argus, 21 
November 1957: 1).

Morrison’s reasons for writing The Romance of 
Petty’s Island are unknown, but likely clues are found 
within the pamphlet and its date of publication. In 
1916, Petty’s Island was on the verge of a radical 
transformation. Morrison acknowledged as much in 
the last paragraph of Romance, announcing that the 
island, something of an undeveloped tabula rasa, 
was soon to be become a “point of departure for the 
world-commerce of the Crew Levick oil company” 
and the “new plant of the famous Cramps [shipyard].” 
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In 1916 the Pennsauken Terminal Company acquired 
Petty’s Island.  The company was a creation of oilman 
George C. Priestley (1862-1938). Morrison described 
Priestley as a determined and heroic figure, a business-
man recently arrived to Philadelphia “out of the West” 
(actually western Pennsylvania by way of Oklahoma). 
Priestley, according to Morrison, was spontaneously 
capable  of recognizing a pregnant economic opportu-
nity right under the noses of Philadelphia’s business 
elite. Here was a two-mile island, “lying there like 
a neglected orphan,” and there was Priestley with 
the imagination and wherewithal “to do things.” The 
“things” in this case were putting together a deal to 
purchase Petty’s Island from the previous owners, per-
suading the Pennsylvania Railroad to build a bridge 
connecting the island with the New Jersey mainland, 
and finding the financing for constructing a new oil 
storage and distribution facility and expanding an 
existing shipyard.

Morrison may have been an acquaintance or friend of 
Priestley’s, but it seems very likely that Morrison had 
an insider’s perspective on the Petty’s Island deal of 
1916. He was listed as an officer of the Crew Levick 
Company in 1917. Both Morrison and Priestley grew 
up in western Pennsylvania where Priestley learned 
the oil business while working for the Tidewater Oil 
Company, a subsidiary of Standard Oil. Priestley 
moved to Bartlesville, Oklahoma in 1904 just as that 
state’s oil fields roared to life. By the mid-1910s, 
Priestley was reported to be the largest oil opera-
tor in Oklahoma and an intimate friend of Theodore 
Roosevelt, supporting the ex-President’s Bull Moose 
progressive faction within the Republican Party. 
About 1916, Priestley moved to Philadelphia, appar-
ently with the goal of expanding oil distribution and 
refining capacity on the East Coast (Thoburn 1916: 
2176-77; San Francisco Chronicle, 20 July 1924; San 
Diego Union, 7 April 1938; Bob Shinn, personal com-
munication 2015).

In the context of Priestley’s deal, Morrison’s curious 
Romance was both wistful nostalgia and industrial 
boosterism. Nevertheless, Morrison struck a clear note 
about the historical meaning of an island that had 
always been part of the greater Philadelphia region 
yet geographically separated by water. Petty’s Island 
was of “the also-ran class, out-classed … by other and 
smaller Delaware river [sic] islands ….” yet “saturat-
ed with the romance of the river, the sea and forest.” 
Here was a 300-acre island, more or less, within two 
miles of downtown Philadelphia, yet virtually inac-
cessible to the general public and with a murky history 
that might be as equally intriguing as it was mundane. 
Morrison projected onto the island a classic narrative 
arc through which the island evolved from wilderness 
into civilization. To Morrison, the process of civiliz-
ing the island was necessary and to some extent pre-
determined, although civilization also intruded upon 
and contaminated the island’s natural state. Without 
much effort, Morrison’s narrative can be extended into 
the present day. Plans to turn the island into a nature 
preserve, now that Priestley’s industries have declined 
and run their economic course, brings the narrative 
full circle.

Bearing in mind the duality of the wilderness and 
civilization narrative, Morrison’s Romance of Petty’s 
Island remains relevant and compelling. Yet, Petty’s 
Island still has no real claim to a leading role in our 
historical understanding of the region.  Rather, Petty’s 
Island is deserving of a supporting role, perhaps as a 
versatile character actor who can be a touchstone or 
launching point for exploring many different themes 
and topics of historical interest.  For indeed, it is factu-
al that Petty’s Island has been many things over more 
than four centuries – a Native American fishing and 
hunting ground; meadows for raising livestock; ship-
yards and a ship graveyard; a “boys’ own paradise;” 
and a terminal for ocean-going cargo. Following is a 
list of more than a dozen themes with historical asso-
ciations to Petty’s Island. As appropriate, it has been 
pointed out where documentary evidence is strongest 
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and the picture clear, and where that evidence is 
weaker and the picture more speculative. The topics 
are organized in rough chronological order and are 
not prioritized.

B. HISTORIC THEMES AND PROMINENT 
EVENTS, PEOPLE AND ORGANIZATIONS

1. Native Americans 

To date, no systematic study of Petty’s Island’s use 
or occupation by native populations has been under-
taken. Typically, such a study would rely on physi-
cal archaeological evidence combined with limited 
documentary and ethnographic evidence, since very 
few primary source documents exist in the historical 
record. At present, the Archaeological Site Survey of 
the New Jersey State Museum and the survey files of 
the New Jersey Historic Preservation Office record 
no known prehistoric archaeological sites on Petty’s 
Island.

A few professional archaeologists have undertaken 
reconnaissance-level surveys of the island and con-
cluded that its prehistoric archaeological potential is 
low to moderate (Heite 1982: 2; TRC Environmental 
Corporation 2005: 3.2). This is mainly due to the 
degree to which the island has been very obviously 
reworked by meadow banking activities in the 18th 
and 19th centuries, dredging and channel improve-
ment activities in the late 19th century, and industrial 
activities in the 20th century. All of these activities 
have resulted in varying degrees of disturbance to 
prehistoric ground surfaces. It is suspected that some 
undisturbed pockets may survive. These would proba-
bly be found in a few isolated undisturbed areas if they 
could be accurately located through testing strategies 
and careful documentary review. Intact prehistoric 
archaeological resources may also be buried deeply 
within sediments or under historic fill. These sites 
could potentially date to the Archaic period (2,000 to 

8,000 years ago) when sea levels were much lower. 
That said, there is little doubt that Petty’s Island exist-
ed within an environment that was attractive to Native 
Americans for the seasonal harvesting of plants, 
migrating animals, fish and shellfish. It is a reason-
able assumption that aboriginal peoples frequented 
the island and left some archaeological record of their 
activities (Belknap and Kraft 1977; Kraft et. al 1983).

At the time of European contact in the early 17th 
century, the region’s native inhabitants were gener-
ally referred to as Lenape. Written records of this 
period provide some insights into the ways Europeans 
viewed the Lenape, although the records very rarely 
reflect the perspectives of the Lenape themselves. 
Most Europeans had little sympathy for native peoples 
even as they depended on them for trade or even 
survival in the early years of colonization. There is 
no doubt that the impact of European contact on the 
Lenape and other Native American groups was disas-
trous. European-borne epidemics such as smallpox, 
measles and influenza reduced native populations 
significantly. Competition among tribes for control 
of the European fur trade was also intense, leading 
to warfare among the Lenape, Susquehanna, Iroquois 
and other tribal groups. As the European population 
increased, the Lenape population continued to shrink. 
Under these conditions, Europeans were able to take 
up Lenape land, often striking bargains that were not 
kept or kept for only short periods. The Lenape were 
particularly vulnerable, yet it would be incorrect to 
consider them naïve or misinformed about the motives 
of the colonists. Many Lenape migrated northward 
into the upper Delaware Valley and Lehigh Valley, 
embattled yet perhaps striking the best bargains they 
could as they gave up ancestral lands and attempted to 
preserve their traditions. A few Lenape even managed 
to become relatively rich through land sales and to 
assimilate into European society (Veit 2012: 22-23).
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Among the hundreds of deeds documenting land 
transactions among the Lenape and early colonists is 
a single deed recording a transfer of Petty’s Island. On 
July 12, 1678, four Lenape named Wesakesouscutte, 
Pesakesen, Colehickamin and Ojerekqua sold the 
island to Elizabeth Kinsey, an English Quaker. The 
deed’s terms reserved to the Lenape the right to hunt, 
fish and gather tuckahoes, an edible aquatic root. In 
exchange, Kinsey was to provide the Lenape with 
600 guilders (Dutch coinage) and annual payments of 
rum and gunpowder.  The Lenape pledged not to kill 
Kinsey’s hogs, no doubt indicating her plan to release 
livestock on the island. The Lenape also agreed not to 
burn Kinsey’s hay, suggesting she also had plans to 
grow crops to support cattle (Bonner 1965).

It is unknown for certain if the Lenape had a name 
for Petty’s Island but Peter Lindstrom’s map of 
New Sweden, produced about 1655, suggests it may 
have been called Æquikenaska [Aquikonaska] (Figure 
A.2). The official Lenape Talking Dictionary of the 
Delaware Tribe of Indians does not provide a transla-
tion for Aquikonaska but Europeans often struggled 
with phonetic interpretations of Native American 
languages (Delaware Tribe of Indians 2015). The 
deed transferring the island from the Lenape to Kinsey 
refers to Petty’s Island as “the greate [sic] Island lying 
before Shaksemasen [Shackamaxon],” which was a 
well-known historic Lenape meeting place along the 
Delaware River opposite and slightly downstream of 
Petty’s Island in the present-day Fishtown neighbor-
hood (Newman 2013).

2. European Settlement and Early Property 
Ownership

Dutch and Swedish colonists vied for control of the 
lower Delaware River from the 1630s to the 1650s 
and were probably among the first Europeans to set 
foot on Petty’s Island.  Caert vande Svydt Rivier in 
Niew Nederland, believed to have been drawn by 

Dutch cartographer Joan Vinckeboons circa 1639 in 
Amsterdam from surveys provided to him by Dutch 
explorers and settlers, may be one of the earliest depic-
tions of Petty’s Island (Figure A.1). Vinckeboon’s map 
appears to label Petty’s Island as Gunson Eylande 
[sic].  Gunson was a Swedish surname, and sometimes 
a shortening of Gunnarson. Although we have no 
record of a Swedish settlement on Petty’s Island, this 
does match another bit of evidence about the island’s 
early history. In 1698, Gunnar Rambo (circa 1648/49-
1721) relinquished his rights to the island to Thomas 
Fairman, the husband of Elizabeth Kinsey who 
had purchased the island from the Lenape in 1678.  
Rambo’s assignment indicates he had a conflicting 
title to the island granted by Kackeneris, a relation 
to Wesekascutte, Pesekeson and Ojereguia, three of 
the Lenape who had also sold the island to Kinsey. 
Gunnar Rambo was the eldest son of Peter Gunnarson 
Rambo, who came to America in 1639 and settled near 
Christiana, Delaware. Gunnar Rambo became a major 
landowner in the Philadelphia region, acquiring about 
183 acres in Shackamaxon, where he lived from circa 
1677 to 1698. About 1698, he sold his Shackamaxon 
property and moved to Upper Merion Township in 
Montgomery County, Pennsylvania (Bonner 1965; 
Rambo and Beatty 2008: E: 18-19).

By 1698, whatever claims the Swedish Rambo had 
upon Petty’s Island appear to have been superseded 
by those associated with the followers of William 
Penn. Elizabeth Kinsey (circa 1650-1742) is believed 
to have acquired property in Shackamaxon, includ-
ing Petty’s Island, as part of the completion of a 
negotiation with the Lenape that had been started by 
her recently deceased father, John Kinsey, one of the 
founders of Burlington, New Jersey and a commis-
sioner for the West Jersey proprietors. In December 
1680, she married Thomas Fairman (circa 1650-
1714) and moved to Shackamaxon. Fairman was a 
merchant and surveyor, credited with working with 
the leadership of Penn’s colony in selecting the site 
for Philadelphia and surveying and acquiring property 
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throughout the colony from the Native Americans and 
Swedes. Fairman was a witness to Elizabeth Kinsey’s 
purchase of Petty’s Island two years before they were 
married. Fairman’s house in Shackamaxon was used 
by colonial officials as a base of operations in the 
early 1680s including William Penn himself upon his 
arrival in 1683 (Milano 2009: 18-19).

Upon Thomas Fairman’s death in 1714, ownership 
of Petty’s Island passed to his wife Elizabeth Kinsey 
and his son Benjamin Fairman. In that year, a patent 
from William Penn to Thomas Fairman was filed in 
Pennsylvania’s colonial land office (Pennsylvania 
Patent Book A2/732; Image B.3). This was likely 
considered a formality necessary to clearing any 
possible challenges to ownership, since a patent was 
the final step by which Penn and his commissioners 
granted lands that had previously been warranted and 
surveyed. There was much confusion and possibility 
of conflicting claims until Penn and his government 
worked out a regularized system for granting land, as 
technically speaking the Penn government did not rec-
ognize direct private transfers of land from the Native 
Americans to colonists. Since the Fairman claim to 
Petty’s Island predated the regularization of the pro-
cess and was one of these direct transfers, it is likely 
that the Fairmans may have considered it prudent to 
remove any potential doubts about their ownership.

The next transfer involving Petty’s Island dates to 
May 1732 when Benjamin Fairman sold Petty’s 
Island to John Petty for the sum of five shillings.  
Records reviewed for this project have not discov-
ered many details of John Petty’s life, except that he 
was a Philadelphia merchant who owned several lots 
in town and 250 acres in the Northern Liberties in 
addition to Petty’s Island (note: this John Petty is eas-
ily confused with another John Petty who arrived in 
Pennsylvania in 1678 and who appears occasionally 
in later colonial records, but they do not appear to be 
the same individual based on their respective ages).

3. State and Municipal Boundaries

Early colonial charters and boundaries were usually 
established by royal officials in far off Europe based 
on maps and understandings that were imprecise by 
modern standards. Realities on the ground, such as 
those involving a relatively small island in the middle 
of a river, were not always considered and this seems 
to have been the case with Petty’s Island. Early own-
ers of Petty’s Island such as the Fairmans recorded 
their deeds in Philadelphia, likely because they owned 
other properties in Pennsylvania and affiliated with 
Penn’s colony on the west side of the river. Over time, 
however, Pennsylvania’s claim to the island would be 
challenged.

The first such challenge appears to have occurred 
in 1721-22 when Captain Charles Gookin, the late 
Deputy Governor of Pennsylvania who had fallen 
into disfavor with William Penn’s heirs, petitioned 
the Board of Trade and Plantations in London with a 
claim on the islands in the Delaware River. Gookin 
wished the Board to consider granting the islands to 
New Jersey, a royal colony, through which presum-
ably he and several affiliates might be granted title 
to the islands, since in his opinion they had not been 
specifically included within the original Penn charter. 
Within Gookin’s petition, Fairman’s [aka Petty’s] 
Island was described as “wholly unimproved and 
uninhabited.” That this and other islands had not been 
greatly improved was seen as bolstering the case that 
no significant harm would come to Pennsylvanians in 
claiming the islands for New Jersey (Board of Trade 
and Plantations, Volume 4, Book Y, 1722; Taylor 
2013).

The Board of Trade and Plantations tabled the peti-
tion, deferring any decision and allowing the status 
of Petty’s Island to remain unresolved. Over the next 
several decades, the issue of the boundary status of the 
Delaware River islands was brought up periodically 
in London. There is evidence that Cadwalader Evans, 
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believed to be the well-known Philadelphia physician, 
tried to obtain a grant to the islands in 1756 and some 
years later Samuel Wharton attempted to gain title. 
During this period, most of the Petty Island’s property 
owners appear to have continued to register deeds in 
Philadelphia, suggesting Pennsylvania’s primacy over 
New Jersey, but in 1759-1760 a large portion of the 
island came into the possession of Joseph Cooper of 
Cooper’s Ferry (later Camden City), New Jersey. 

New Jersey’s and Pennsylvania’s varying claims to 
Delaware River islands were amicably resolved in 1783 
by a compact between the two newly formed states 
following the cessation of the American Revolution. 
Petty’s Island by mutual agreement became part of 
New Jersey on April 26, 1783.  Joseph Cooper of 
Camden served as one of the three boundary com-
missioners appointed by the legislature of New Jersey 
(Laws of the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania 1810: 
II: 77-78)

Once it became part of New Jersey in 1783, Petty’s 
Island was annexed to Newton Township in Gloucester 
County (Camden County not being formed from 
the northern part of Gloucester County until 1844).  
The island’s municipal boundary history has ever 
since more or less followed along with the adjacent 
mainland and the mostly 19th-century subdivision 
of the county into smaller municipal units to accom-
modate population increases and the desire for local 
governance. In 1834, Camden Township (coextensive 
with Camden City) resolved to annex Petty’s Island 
but the resolution was not acted upon by the state 
legislature. Rather, Petty’s Island was eventually 
annexed to Delaware Township in 1852. Seven years 
later in 1859, the eastern part of Delaware Township 
including Petty’s Island split off to form Stockton 
Township.  In 1892, Stockton Township and Petty’s 
Island became Pennsauken Township (Snyder 1969: 
103-111).

4. Meadow Banking and Livestock

Agricultural pursuits were the primary historic activity 
on Petty’s Island until the middle decades of the 19th 
century when shipbuilding began to make inroads on 
the northwestern side of the island. The agricultural 
history of Petty’s Island’s has yet to be adequately 
explored, but it seems likely to conform within the 
general outlines of evolving agricultural practices in 
the region. These practices included meadow banks 
to claim low-lying tidal areas, turning them into hay 
fields, pasture for livestock, and cultivated land for 
various crops.

The island’s first European landowners probably per-
ceived the island as being a good location for pastur-
ing livestock such as hogs and cattle. It was typical in 
the early colonial period to allow livestock to forage 
freely. Islands were ideal locations to set livestock 
loose without much chance of them roaming away. 
During the early decades of the 18th century, farmers 
with land along the fringes of the Delaware Bay and 
River began constructing dikes, ditches, dams and 
sluice gates to create meadows where they could grow 
domesticated grasses for hay and other crops within 
meadows that could be re-fertilized with rich sedi-
ments by periodic controlled flooding. This process 
was sometimes referred to as “meadow banking.” 
Often landowners banded together in associations or 
companies to undertake the labor-intensive construc-
tion work. The meadow crops and livestock usually 
required only periodic tending and could be located 
distant from farmhouses and villages (Sebold and 
Leach 1991).

There is good evidence that John Petty may have been 
responsible for undertaking the first sustained effort 
to introduce meadow banking to Petty’s Island. This 
work appears to have taken place between the time he 
purchased the island in 1732 and the mid-1740s when 
Petty began selling off the island in parcels ranging 
from a just a few to several dozen acres. While no 
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earlier deeds or records note significant improvements 
on the island, the mid-1740s deeds list sluices, banks, 
a dam, landings and landing places, not to mention a 
“two perch [33-foot wide] road,” which probably ran 
the length of the island from northeast to southwest. 
Two deeds from 1745 transferring property from Petty 
to Philadelphia blacksmith Alexander Alexander and 
carpenter Thomas Green, suggest the degree to which 
the island had been improved to create land for agri-
cultural practices. If this is the case, then John Petty 
deserves credit for being the island’s first developer, 
essentially making improvements so that he could 
subdivide and sell property for profit. It may be in 
this way that the island became known as Petty’s 
Island and earlier names fell out of common usage 
(Unrecorded Camden County Deeds, Camden County 
Historical Society 1745). 

In 1759-1760, Joseph Cooper acquired many of the 
parcels previously held by John Petty and others. A 
map drawn some years later, but apparently based 
on the earlier deeds, shows an earthen embankment 
or dike, roughly triangular in shape and encompass-
ing the southwestern end of the island (Figure A.31). 
Like Petty, Cooper seems to have acquired the island 
as an investment, improved it, and then moved over 
the following years to subdivide the island. By 1783 
the island had been divided into 16 meadow lots, 
owned by 14 individuals as shown in a survey of 
1784 (Figure A.11). Comparison of surveys of 1760 
and 1784 suggest that the area enclosed within the 
meadow banks had been substantially enlarged under 
Cooper’s direction. In 1783, Cooper participated in 
the effort to annex Petty’s Island to New Jersey while 
concurrently working from his position in the state 
legislature to pass An Act to Enable the Owners and 
Possessors of Petty’s Island … to Appoint Persons 
Vested with Proper Powers for the Well Improvement 
of the Said Island. This act formalized a process 
through which all of the owners of Petty’s Island 
parcels could choose managers and levy fees for 
equitably maintaining and improving the meadow 

banking infrastructure. In 1784, Cooper withdrew 
from the active management of the “Petty’s Island 
[meadow] company,” passing his responsibilities to 
Griffith Morgan, Marmaduke Cooper and Samuel 
Cooper, all of whom were Cooper familial relations 
(Pennsylvania Gazette, 18 August 1784).

Documentation for agricultural pursuits on Petty’s 
Island during the first half of the 19th century has 
so far proven elusive, but it appears that the owners 
continued to pasture livestock and grow hay well 
beyond mid-century. The Coast Survey map of 1843-
44, one of the most reliable maps, shows Petty’s 
Island dominated by a banked meadow surrounded by 
marshes and mud flats. There are no buildings, culti-
vated fields or orchards (Figure A.17), although some 
earlier maps, particularly the McClure map of 1820 
(Figure A.14) indicate there had been houses. At least 
for a time, it also appears that the island was used to 
cultivate tobacco; a newspaper report in 1860 claimed 
that Petty’s Island was the largest tobacco growing 
“plantation” on the Delaware River (Atlantic Journal, 
14 December 1860).

During the second half of the 19th century, the 
southeastern three-quarters of the island appears to 
have retained a pastoral character even as shipyards, 
wharves, docks and living quarters for workers came 
to dominate the northwestern edge of the island 
facing the Pennsylvania channel.  One of the main 
owners of island property, Andrew Manderson, oper-
ated a shipyard and a farm. From 1853 until 1904, 
Ralston Laird, an Irish immigrant who came to be 
known as “the King of Petty’s Island,” worked for 
the Mandersons as a farm manager raising horses and 
cattle. Laird had a reputation for playing fair and deal-
ing squarely in livestock sales, as well as supporting 
the cause of Irish independence and the needs of Irish 
immigrants. In 1901, after nearly 50 years of living on 
Petty’s Island, Laird’s home on the island burned in a 
mysterious fire. This occurred at about the same time 
that the island was being sold to developers. Laird 
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was forced to move in with his family in Camden. In 
2010, Philadelphia artist Duke Riley revived the story 
of “King Laird” in an exhibit that mixed history with 
art at the Historical Society of Pennsylvania (Camden 
Post-Telegram, 14 October 1911; Riley 2015).

5. Lotteries

An intriguing historical topic associated with Petty’s 
Island is that of lotteries. Research suggests the ear-
liest lottery held on Petty’s Island was in 1761 and 
at least another half dozen lotteries were held there 
from 1771 to 1774. By the time of the Petty’s Island 
lotteries, the phenomenon of gambling by lottery 
was a long-standing English and American tradition. 
Lotteries had been held in England since at least 
1567 and a lottery was even used to fund the Virginia 
Company’s expedition to Jamestown in 1617. The 
earliest known American lottery took placed in 1721, 
and a recent history counted at least 392 lotteries 
held in the American colonies from 1721 to 1783.  
Lotteries were far from unique to Petty’s Island but 
the island may have been one of the most popular 
lottery locations in the American colonies in the years 
immediately leading up to the War for Independence 
(Millikan 2011: 1-4).

It has been suggested that lotteries were held on Petty’s 
Island because of its extra-jurisdictional status and 
Quaker approbations against gambling. The Quakers, 
however, held decidedly mixed views on gambling, 
and lotteries were not illegal in Pennsylvania. After 
1759, the Board of Trade in London frowned upon 
colonial lotteries, sometimes citing moral arguments 
about how they distracted common people from their 
responsibilities, but mainly the concern in London 
was about the differences between the highly regu-
lated English lottery and the more free-wheeling colo-
nial lotteries. Most contemporary observers viewed 
lotteries as a mild form of gambling that served valu-
able social and economic functions. Lotteries were an 

accepted means to raise money for schools, churches, 
bridges and roads. They were also a means for private 
individuals to dispose of property and raise cash, 
especially to pay off debts related to trade deficits 
with creditors in England. In 1776, the Continental 
Congress even instituted a lottery to help fund the 
American Revolution; participation was seen as a 
patriotic duty.

Most that is known about the Petty’s Island lotter-
ies comes from broadsides, handbills and newspaper 
advertisements. The prizes in lotteries could be almost 
anything, including cash, land or imported goods, 
such as jewelry, china and glassware. The Petty’s 
Island lottery of 1761, for example, organized by a 
Mr. Dunlap (possibly John Dunlap the newspaper 
publisher), offered as prizes books, silverware, tea 
service, all manner of ceramics and glassware, on 
orrery (a model of the solar system) and a fine farm 
in Gloucester County, New Jersey. The lottery, which 
must have drawn large numbers of participants, was 
advertised in Philadelphia and New York City. In 
1771, Alexander Alexander, who had purchased prop-
erty on the island from John Petty in 1745, offered 
his 46 island acres as a prize, but this was the only 
instance of island property being conveyed via lottery.

In the parlance of the time, the participants in lotteries 
were known as managers, receivers and adventur-
ers. The managers were responsible for organizing 
the lottery, printing tickets and setting the date and 
place of the prize drawing. Two sets of numbered 
tickets were printed, one set to be cut with each ticket 
rolled and tied with string, and then placed inside a 
hollow wooden wheel in public. The other numbered 
set, matching those in the wheel, were distributed to 
receivers, often tavern owners or storekeepers, who 
sold the tickets to adventurers or the players in the 
lottery. It was important for the adventurers who 
purchased tickets to understand the lottery “scheme,” 
which was often printed in detail on broadsides. The 
scheme usually involved classes of tickets that were 
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to be drawn at different times. There were incentives 
to play all classes since it increased the adventurers’ 
chances of winning increasingly valuable prizes. Prize 
tickets were also printed listing each prize and placed 
into wheels. During the drawing, lottery numbers 
were pulled from one wheel to be matched with the 
prize from another wheel. The adventurer presented 
their ticket to claim the prize.

The simplest explanation of the appeal of Petty’s 
Island as a place to hold lotteries, especially those that 
drew large numbers of adventurers, may have been as 
simple entertainment and a day out on the river. The 
lotteries were designed to be entertaining and build 
anticipation. Large lotteries could take all day or even 
several days to complete since every number and 
prize had to be removed from the wheels and called 
out. Often the managers established a set number of 
minutes between each drawing. Boys were selected to 
pull the tickets and prizes. Several of the Petty’s Island 
lotteries featured goods, such as jewelry and china, 
that were designed to appeal to women, so these gam-
bling events also likely provided opportunities for 
mixed gatherings, socializing and picnicking (Petty’s 
Island Lotteries Broadsides and Handbills 1761-1774; 
Millikan 2011).

6. Slavery

Research for this project entailed the review of 
several standard references and indexes to slav-
ery in the Delaware Valley during the colonial, 
Revolutionary and early Federal periods (Cooper 
1929; Gloucester County Historical Project 1940; 
Price 1980; Wright 1988; Smolenski 2010; Camden 
City African American Commission 2011). Archival 
documentation for slavery is often fragmentary and 
usually from the perspective of slave owners, who 
were usually documenting slaves as property, transfer-
ring them through bills of sale, deeds or wills. Rarely 
do documents present the perspectives of slaves, most 

of who were of African-American descent, although 
some also had Native American lineage. There are 
many very good reference works that present the 
history of slavery in the Mid-Atlantic region and in 
the Philadelphia area.  There is little doubt that slav-
ery was omnipresent during the colonial period and 
remained a difficult legacy for many decades after 
the states of Pennsylvania and New Jersey passed 
acts to gradually abolish slavery in 1780 and 1804 
respectively.

It would be difficult to argue that slavery was not 
present on Petty’s Island during the colonial period 
but there has been very little primary source evidence 
found to date that Petty’s Island was a center for slav-
ery or slave trading. The type of agricultural work 
that took place on the island, particularly the periodic 
meadow banking and livestock tending, would have 
been considered appropriate work for slaves. Joseph 
Cooper, a prominent Petty’s Island landowner, owned 
slaves. 

Additionally, the Coopers had a relationship with the 
slave trade since Cooper’s Ferry and its river landing 
just downstream of Petty’s Island were used by slave 
ships to offload and sell their human cargoes. The 
importation of slaves through Cooper’s Ferry was in 
part driven by avoidance of slave import duties, which 
were non-existent in New Jersey from 1714 to 1769 
but in place in Pennsylvania. The summit of the slave 
trade on the Delaware River was from 1759 to 1765 
and particularly the summer of 1762 when nearly 
600 slaves, mostly from West Africa, were brought 
into the Philadelphia region (Wax 1983: 38). It has 
been suggested that the proximity of Petty’s Island 
to Cooper’s Ferry may have made it an offloading 
point for recently imported slaves. Unfortunately, the 
only known reference to slavery on Petty’s Island is 
murky and comes from Morrison’s Romance of Petty’s 
Island.  Morrison, quoting an unreferenced and to 
date unidentified primary source, indicates that a Mr. 
Pemberton landed a cargo of slaves “above Petty’s 
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Island (meaning the north end of the island, the text 
indicates) and later landing in Jersey “privately” to 
avoid the duty, ….” (Morrison 1916). The source of 
this quote appears to be Samuel Wharton who may 
have been testifying before the Board of Trade and 
Plantations in London circa 1756 to 1762. Morrison 
qualified his interpretation of Wharton’s testimony 
by stating that Wharton actually meant the north end 
of Petty’s Island, not somewhere further upstream. 
Morrison also seems to imply that the island was a 
brief and perhaps impromptu lay over for Pemberton’s 
slave cargo, meaning the island probably was not used 
for this purpose on a regular basis. The quote is specific 
enough to be credible, but the original source has not 
been located and doesn’t appear within the published 
minutes of the Board of Trade and Plantations, which 
is available from British History Online. Another pos-
sible source could be the Pemberton Family Papers 
at the Historical Society of Pennsylvania. A cursory 
review did not find a reference to Petty’s Island but 
the papers, consisting of 119 boxes and 35 volumes of 
materials, were too voluminous to review in detail as 
part of this project.

7. Fisheries

Fishing was a seasonal and nearly continuous activ-
ity off the shores of Petty’s Island from prehistoric 
times into the early years of the 20th century when 
catches diminished due to overfishing and pollution. 
Ever since Native Americans first ventured into the 
Delaware Valley, the river had given up its seasonal 
bounty of fish to those venturing into the water with 
spears, hooks, nets and weirs. Each spring certain 
anadromous species of fish, notably sturgeon and the 
type of herring known as shad, ascended the waterway 
en masse to spawn their young. Fishing sustained 
many people and communities along the Delaware 

River for centuries. Fishing was such a ubiquitous 
activity that historians of the period rarely chose to 
make much note of it (Hunter Research 2005: 1-3).
The New Jersey back channel at Petty’s Island had 
become the site of a commercial fishery by the middle 
decades of the 18th century. Camden County histories 
indicate that Samuel Cooper had come into posses-
sion of a fishery located from Cooper Creek to Pea 
Shore Cove, encompassing the entire Petty’s Island 
back channel before 1790. The fishery remained in the 
Cooper family until 1853 when it was sold to David R. 
Maddock. John Hills’ A Plan of the City of Philadelphia 
and Environs of 1808 locates the fishery just above 
the mouth of Cooper’s Creek along both shores of the 
New Jersey channel (Figure A.12). Possibly, the Hills 
map is also suggesting that the meadows and sluices 
on Petty’s Island were sometimes filled with water 
to create temporary fish ponds, although this is not 
entirely clear. Fish processing appears to have mostly 
taken place within fish houses on the Jersey side of 
the channel, although the Saunders et al. map of 1856 
places a fish house near the northern tip of the island 
on the Jersey channel side. The fishery was patrolled 
by politically appointed wardens who sought to ensure 
that unlicensed fishing did not take place (Saunders 
et al. 1856; Camden Democrat, 1 June 1872; Prowell 
1886: 754).

As late as May 1885, the U.S. Fish Commission 
reported 25 gillers catching about 200 shad per day 
between Petty’s Island and Riverton on the Delaware 
River. In 1886, it was reported that 20,000 shad were 
caught from “Pennsauken to Coopers Point” within 
the Petty’s Island back channel. Gillers were small 
boats, employing two to three men, setting gillnets to 
catch the fish.  During the late 19th century, the chan-
nel between Petty’s Island and New Jersey was the site 
of a still productive shad fishery using seine (dragnet) 
fishing techniques. In 1896, the fishery in the channel 
captured 55,000 shad (U.S. Fish Commission 1885: 
388-389; 1896: 236; Prowell 1886: 754).
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8. River Channels, Dredging and Spoils

During the colonial period, Petty’s Island was charted 
by European and American mariners, in part as 
an aid for safely navigating the Delaware River 
(Vinckeboons circa 1639 [Figure A.1]; Heap et al. 
1752 [Figure A.4]; Fisher 1776 [Figure A.6]; Holm 
1834). Passing Petty’s Island, mariners faced a choice 
of traveling in either the Pennsylvania or New Jersey 
channels. Although the Pennsylvania channel is now 
the dominant channel, the New Jersey channel was 
of at least equal status and at times even perceived as 
the main ship channel, as shown in the Hills map of 
1808 (Figure A.12). Petty’s Island and its channels, 
however, were a dynamic environment, shaped by 
the river’s current and tide, as well as human inter-
ventions. In April 1843, for example, the island was 
reported entirely under water for three days, a condi-
tion that had not been seen in more than 40 years. 
Even a casual review of cartographic sources indicates 
that the island’s shape changed with time, but most 
dramatically during the last quarter of the 19th century 
when the federal government stepped in to undertake 
major river channel improvements (North American, 
19 April 1843).

In 1872, channels around Petty’s Island varied decep-
tively in depth. A Delaware River Navigation Chart 
produced that year, and currently on file in the collec-
tion of the Camden County Historical Society, shows 
that the New Jersey channel varied in minimum depth 
from 10 to 15 feet and that the Pennsylvania channel 
actually existed as two channels, one running close 
to the island varying in minimum depth from 7 to 15 
feet and a sinuous channel near the Philadelphia shore 
having a minimum depth of from 6 to 16 feet (Figure 
A.29). Between the two Pennsylvania channels were 
areas labeled as “hard” and there was a large shoal 
at the north end of Petty’s Island. While these depths 
would have provided no major impediment to small 
boats or knowledgeable river pilots, they did limit the 
larger ocean-going ships of the day.

Over the course of the next 10 to 15 years, the 
U.S. Coast and Geodetic Survey undertook increas-
ingly detailed surveys of the channels (e.g., Figures 
A.33-A.37). The survey data was used to inform the 
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, which had jurisdiction 
over navigable waterways, so that its engineers could 
assess the adequacy of the waterway and recommend 
improvements to Congress. Legislators also respond-
ed to political pressures, including those placed on 
them by industrialists and shippers, as well as civic 
boosters who desired port improvements to compete 
with ports up and down the East Coast. 

In the late 1860s, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 
began to pressure local authorities to establish wharf 
and pier lines throughout the Port of Philadelphia 
(wharf lines were for bulkheads while pier lines 
extended like fingers into the river). This process 
became increasingly formal in the late 1860s and 
early 1870s when the engineers coordinated with 
Philadelphia’s port wardens on the wharf and pier 
lines while also considering measures for deepen-
ing and widening the river’s main ship channel. 
Coincident with this effort, but mostly in response 
to similar issues at the Port of New York, the State 
of New Jersey had established in 1869 a Riparian 
Commission to negotiate with property owners over 
legal rights to underwater lands. Among the hundreds 
of riparian surveys undertaken by the commission in 
the latter decades of the 19th century was a detailed 
survey of Petty’s Island in 1875 showing property 
ownership and the established maximum exterior 
wharf and pier lines (Figure A.30).

With increasing urban development and shipping 
along the river, pressure began to build to improve the 
river channel upstream of Philadelphia. There were 
many industries pushing for improvements, chief 
among them the William Cramp & Sons shipyard 
that was growing in Port Richmond directly across 
the river from Petty’s Island. Over the course of the 
last quarter of the 19th century, this shipyard would 
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build ever larger ocean-going ships, including battle-
ships for some of the world’s navies. Some of the 
early improvements to the channel and shores near 
Petty’s Island were undertaken by private owners, 
and there was at least one instance in 1879 of private 
scows dumping mud in the river near the island. In 
1880, Congress passed legislation to begin widening 
and deepening of the Pennsylvania channel at Petty’s 
Island. A contract was let to the American Dredging 
Company for dredging the upper end of Petty’s Island 
in 1881. Some of the dredge spoils appear to have been 
removed from the main channel and used to build up 
the north end of the island, while private wharf own-
ers on the northwest side of Petty’s Island appear to 
have undertaken their own program of improvements 
to deepen or maintain the depth of their wharves and 
slips. In 1885, the Corps of Engineers recommended 
deepening the main ship channel on the Pennsylvania 
side of Petty’s Island by dredging about 75,000 cubic 
yards and constructing a 3,500-foot-long dike across 
the upper end of the New Jersey channel between 
Fisher’s Point in Pennsauken and the upper end of 
the island (Philadelphia Inquirer, 29 November 1879; 
28 July 1881; 5 August 1884; 31 July 1885; Chief of 
Engineers 1883: 114, 598). 

In 1888, the Corps of Engineers began advocating an 
improvement plan that would radically reshape the 
northwest shore of Petty’s Island. In order to deepen 
the channel to 26 feet and extend the Philadelphia 
wharf line further into the river, the federal govern-
ment proposed acquiring the properties on that side of 
the island and cutting and dredging away some 1,000 
feet of the northwest side of the island. This 1,000 feet 
of acquisition included all of the riparian rights on 
that side of the island below the high water mark as 
well as some fast land, totaling about 150 acres. The 
engineers worked on the theory that removing a por-
tion of the island and improving the dike from Fisher’s 
Point across the upper end of the New Jersey channel 
would scour the bottom of the Pennsylvania channel 
by natural ebb and flow, reducing the necessity for 

future dredging. This project was to take place at the 
same time as the removal of Smith’s and Windmill 
Islands, two islands smaller than Petty’s Island but 
situated in the Delaware River directly between down-
town Philadelphia and Camden. In March 1890, the 
federal government held condemnation proceedings 
in Camden, acquiring a portion of Petty’s Island for 
damage awards of slightly over $200,000. Contracts 
for the work were let in early 1891 but several legal 
delays and challenges to the condemnation proceed-
ings, mostly undertaken by New Jersey property own-
ers, extended the work into November 1893 when 
fourteen dredges of the American Dredging Company 
were reported at work in the river, three stationed 
north of Petty’s Island scooping up the bar and nine 
stationed along the northwest side of the island 
(Philadelphia Inquirer, 17 December 1888; 18 March 
1890; 13 November 1893; Secretary of War 1888: 78; 
681-82).

The federal government’s channel improvement proj-
ect of 1888 to 1893 radically changed Petty’s Island. 
The dike constructed at the north end of the island 
likely contributed to the gradual silting in of the New 
Jersey channel, further damaging the already declin-
ing fishery, while the chopping away of 150 acres 
also diminished the island’s value as agricultural 
property. The removal of wharves and slips that had 
supported several shipyard operations on the north 
side of the island terminated several small but histori-
cally productive enterprises (see below, Section 10). 
The improvements also failed to anticipate the rapid 
growth in the size of ships and the need for deeper 
and wider channels. No less than five years after the 
completion of the project, the Corps of Engineers 
was before Congress recommending more dredg-
ing to deepen the Delaware River channel to 30 feet 
from Petty’s Island to the bay at a cost of $3,000,000  
(Baltimore Sun, 7 January 1898).



Page 2-13

HISTORICAL AND ARCHIVAL RESEARCH:  PETTY’S ISLAND PRESERVE

9. Ship Graveyard

Throughout the Delaware Bay and River, worn-out 
ships have been beached and abandoned from the 
colonial period to the present day. Petty’s Island has 
from time to time served this function. It is difficult 
to say how many wrecks lay off the island’s shores or 
buried in its mudflats, although it seems fairly certain 
that the channel improvement projects of the late 19th 
century will have destroyed or removed any that were 
previously located on the northwest side of the island. 
The New Jersey back channel seems the most likely 
place to encounter such wrecks, especially dating 
from after the Pennsylvania channel improvements 
when the channel gradually turned into a quiet back-
water. Aerial photographs from the 1920s to 1950s 
appear to show abandoned ships in the channel, but 
mostly on the mainland side of the channel (not on 
the Petty’s Island side) (e.g., Figures A.54 and A.58).

The greatest speculation about a shipwreck at Petty’s 
Island has surrounded the Continental 36-gun frigate 
Alliance. This 151-foot-long naval vessel was built 
in 1777-78 by Massachusetts shipbuilders William 
and James Hackett for the fledgling American navy. 
Its first mission was to France, carrying home the 
Marquis de Lafayette to undertake diplomatic efforts 
in support of American independence. Once in France, 
the Alliance was attached to the squadron commanded 
by John Paul Jones cruising European waters in 
search of prizes. Enigmatically, the Alliance’s cap-
tain disobeyed orders during an engagement against 
British naval vessels, arriving at the fight late, and 
then indiscriminately firing upon the other American 
ships. In June 1780, she returned to Boston and was 
placed under the command of Commodore Barry. 
Over the next several years, she cruised European and 
Caribbean waters taking numerous prizes. In 1785, the 
Alliance was sold to John Coburn of Philadelphia who 
subsequently sold her to Robert Morris, who had her 

overhauled as a merchant ship.  The vessel then sailed 
for China, arriving in Canton in December 1787 and 
returning to Philadelphia in September 1788. 

The fate of the Alliance after returning from China is 
murky, and at least one source has suggested that she 
was sold out of American ownership, but it has been 
long held that she was beached and abandoned on 
Petty’s Island. If this is the case, certainly she would 
have been stripped of anything reusable or valuable. 
An oft-cited source for the wreck’s Petty’s Island loca-
tion appears to have been Isaac Mickle who wrote in 
his Reminiscences of Old Gloucester (1845) that the 
wreck was still visible “upon the east side of the island 
near its southern end.”  Possibly Mickle knew of the 
Alliance based on general knowledge, but an earlier 
and probably more accurate source is surveyor David 
McClure, who in 1820 placed the wreck of the Alliance 
about mid-island on the Pennsylvania or northwest 
side (Figure A.14). McClure was undertaking a navi-
gational survey of the river, thus it would have been 
important that the wreck be placed accurately. Two 
decades later in 1842 the Philadelphia Public Ledger 
reported on a piece of fine cabinetry that sported an 
eagle carved from a piece of wood from the wreck 
“lying at Petty’s Island” (Public Ledger, 22 October 
1842). In 1856, the Scott & Moore map (Figure A.21) 
marked the wreck of the Alliance as being on the 
northwest side of the island, almost exactly where 
McClure had placed it, suggesting it was still vis-
ible. A half century later, the Philadelphia Inquirer 
described a Captain Wild “scattering the remains of 
the old hulk,” believed to be the Alliance and finding 
a locked strong box. This hulk was “directly opposite 
Pier 6, of the Richmond coal wharves,” which would 
place it near the location marked on the McClure and 
Scott & Moore maps (Philadelphia Inquirer 12 April 
1891). Possibly Wild was raiding the wreck prior to it 
being dredged away as part of the U.S. Army Corps’ 
channel improvements. Archaeologist Edward Heite 
undertaking a Phase IA survey for the U.S. Army 
Corps of Engineers in 1982 determined that it was 
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possible that the Alliance was beached on Petty’s 
Island but her exact location was speculative given 
the sketchy information. If Mickle’s description was 
accurate, she might be on the downstream end of the 
island on the New Jersey side. Possibly, the Alliance 
could survive under sediments or dredge spoils (Heite 
1982: 34-35).

Another shipwreck of interest is the John Fitch steam-
boat Perseverance. Information on this boat is even 
murkier than the Alliance, but the Perseverance was 
a second-generation prototype built by Fitch circa 
1790 as he attempted to turn his invention into a com-
mercially profitable enterprise ferrying passengers 
between Philadelphia and Bordentown. Morrison 
reported in 1916 that the Perseverance “found her 
last resting place on Petty’s Island,” which has been 
repeated by later sources, but other reports suggest a 
different final “ship’s grave” location. The half-com-
pleted Perseverance supposedly broke from her moor-
ings at Fitch’s wharf in the Abington neighborhood of 
Philadelphia in August 1790 and only briefly came to 
rest on Petty’s Island. Fitch recovered the boat, after 
much effort, and towed it back to Philadelphia, but 
then could find no backers willing to loan him the 
money to repair her. University of Pennsylvania pro-
fessor and historian Edward Potts Cheyney reported in 
1939 that Perseverance was abandoned in the mud off 
the mouth of Cohocksink Creek, a small stream that 
formerly flowed into the Delaware River between the 
Philadelphia neighborhoods of Northern Liberties and 
Kensington. If this is accurate, which seems plausible, 
then the Perseverance’s final resting place was not on 
Petty’s Island but in Philadelphia just below Poplar 
Street where Cohocksink Creek used to empty into 
the Delaware (Morrison 1916; Cheyney 1939: 138; 
Heite 1982: 35).

10. Shipbuilding

From the 1850s to the early 1890s when the U.S. 
Army Corps of Engineers sliced away the northwest 
side of Petty’s Island, the island served as an outpost 

of Philadelphia’s world-leading shipbuilding industry. 
The impetus for establishing shipbuilding facilities 
on the island appears mainly to have been a need for 
space as Philadelphia’s waterfront property became 
ever more crowded and expensive to acquire. During 
the 1830s and 1840s, Philadelphia’s commercial and 
industrial waterfront had expanded rapidly north-
ward up the Pennsylvania side of the river from 
downtown to the Northern Liberties, Kensington and 
Port Richmond, the latter developed by the Reading 
Railroad as a coal terminal. By the 1840s, almost the 
entire Kensington waterfront was dominated by ship-
yards, wharves and warehouses.

Historic atlas maps suggest that the opening up of 
shipyard facilities on the northwest side of Petty’s 
Island began between 1847 and 1853 (Figures A.18 
and A.20). Philadelphia shipbuilder William Cramp, 
who was rising to prominence in this period for his 
high-quality American clipper ships, announced in 
December 1853 that he was building a “substantial 
brick saw mill” on Petty’s Island, driven by steam 
engines and having dimensions of 115 feet by 40 feet. 
The Petty’s Island property was apparently intended 
to provide planks and storage space for his main 
shipyard at the foot of Palmer Street in Kensington. In 
1854, shipbuilders Stewart & Walters announced the 
launching of the bark Washington Butcher from their 
new Petty’s Island shipyard. By 1855, Cramp was also 
building ships on the island, including the 210-foot, 
triple-decked sailing ship Manitou. By 1857, Cramp’s 
and Stewart & Walters’ shipyards had been joined by 
the new shipyard of Andrew and James Manderson 
(Figure A.22) (Philadelphia Inquirer, 13 December 
1853; 4/30/1855; Baltimore Sun, 6 March 1854; 
Saunders et al. 1856; Farr and Bostwick 1991: 7-8).

By 1875, Petty’s Island had shipyards owned by 
Cramp, Manderson and Doughty & Kapella (suc-
cessor to Stewart & Walters) on the southern end of 
the island and by Joseph Rillat [alternate spellings of 
Rilatt, Rilett or Rillet] at the northern end of the island 
(Figures A.30 and A.32). The shipyard slips, wharves 
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and a marine railway of Doughty & Kapella faced 
onto the Pennsylvania channel and were relatively 
modest in size compared to the much larger facilities 
across the channel in Philadelphia. Attracting work-
men to the island must have been difficult and at 
least some of the shipyard owners provided housing 
for their employees and their families. Shipbuilding 
had boomed in Philadelphia during and immediately 
after the Civil War, leading some to speculate that 
the industry had over-expanded its capacity. The eco-
nomic recession of 1877 proved them correct as sev-
eral very hard years took their toll on Philadelphia’s 
shipbuilders and particularly on smaller concerns such 
as Rilatt’s and Doughty & Kapella on Petty’s Island. 
By the late 1880s, when economic recovery was 
underway, speculation about the Corps of Engineers’ 
plans to remove a portion Petty’s Island likely damp-
ened any enthusiasm for investing in the island’s 
shipyard infrastructure. A series of three photographs 
of the Rillat shipyard taken in 1888 show a small and 
somewhat worn out looking set of buildings (Images 
B.23a-c). In 1889, the Doughty & Kapella shipyard 
burned down, not to be rebuilt (Philadelphia Inquirer, 
8 April 1889). 

After the Corps of Engineers condemned and then 
removed the northwest side of Petty’s Island in 1893, 
shipbuilding disappeared from Petty’s Island for over 
20 years. During World War I, however, William 
Cramp & Sons expanded once again onto the island, 
in 1916 acquiring 45 acres for a forge and storage 
buildings, as well as a slip, to supplement the main 
shipyard across the river in Port Richmond. This 
expansion was in anticipation of substantial wartime 
naval contracts. Although the Petty’s Island facilities 
were built by 1919, the end of the war brought major 
cuts to the output of warships and Cramp was unable 
to secure commercial projects to fill the void. After 
making significant investments in its capacity, Cramp 
was financially overextended and was forced to close 
all of its shipbuilding operations in 1927. The yards 
remained dormant for 12 years until 1939 when they 

were reopened with federal assistance to meet the 
shipbuilding demands of World War II. Back taxes 
on Cramp’s Philadelphia and Petty’s Island proper-
ties were paid off and the plant was reconditioned. 
A large crane was built adjacent to the slip at Petty’s 
Island where ancillary construction and storage activi-
ties took place, but photographs and documentary 
evidence suggest that Petty’s Island did not receive 
major new investments as compared to the signifi-
cant work that occurred at the main facilities in Port 
Richmond. At the end of the war, despite high hopes 
of being able to sustain the business, Cramp was 
again forced to shut down for lack of orders. Cramp’s 
Petty’s Island property was sold John C. Boyle in 
1947; Boyle sold the property to the Cities Services 
Oil Company in 1950 (Philadelphia Inquirer, 9 June 
1916; William Cramp & Sons circa 1917; Cramp’s 
Shipyard Photograph Collection, circa 1928-1951; 
Cramp Shipbuilding Company 1940, 1943, 1946; Farr 
and Bostwick 1991: 13-14).

11. Defense

There is little historic evidence for Petty’s Island hav-
ing served any major military or defensive purposes, 
although there have been some interesting side notes 
related to America’s wars, such as the grounding and 
abandonment of the Alliance. Review of standard 
sources on Philadelphia and Camden County his-
tory found no reliable evidence for the island ever 
having been fortified. Some reports of a fort on the 
island are likely misinterpretations of meadow bank-
ing as earthen fortifications. The island is not known 
to have played any significant role in the American 
Revolution or the Civil War.

The island did experience some minimal defensive 
preparations during the world wars. The U.S. Army 
Corps of Engineers devised plans for mounting an 
anti-aircraft battery on Petty’s Island during World 
War I, part of a project to install some twenty odd guns 
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within the Philadelphia region. In hindsight, the pos-
sibility of air attacks on Philadelphia was very remote. 
The main concern seems to have been zeppelins or the 
launching of single aircraft from submarines or other 
naval ships. since aircraft carriers were then in their 
infancy. The object would seem to have been to pro-
tect industrial targets, particularly oil stores, including 
the newly opened Crew Levick distribution center on 
Petty’s Island. A location map produced by the Army 
in 1915 and revised through March 1920 places many 
of the guns at or near refineries on the Delaware 
River, except for those at Fort Mott and Fort DuPont 
that guarded the river near Delaware City, Delaware. 
An inventory card for the Petty’s Island battery, des-
ignated Location No. 15, specified two, 3-inch gun 
emplacements constructed of concrete. These open 
emplacements were built in March 1918; however, the 
guns were not mounted. The Army’s location map is 
believed to accurately place the emplacement on the 
north tip of Petty’s Island (Map A.50). During World 
War II, the island was reportedly patrolled from time 
to time by coast guardsmen with dogs, probably to 
prevent sabotage at the oil storage yard and refinery 
(Payette 2014).

12. Recreation

Recreational pursuits as an escape from urban life 
have been common activities around Petty’s Island 
since at least the early decades of the 19th century. 
These activities have been mostly casual fishing, 
swimming, exploring, boating and picnicking. From 
time to time, there have been organized sporting 
events including boxing matches and yacht and ice 
boat races. Rumors of less savory activities such as 
gambling, drinking and fighting have frequently been 
intimated, but are more difficult to substantiate since 
the perpetrators may only appear in the historical 
record if they were caught or injured. It should also 
be kept in mind that Victorian morals were substan-
tially different than today. For example, in May 1874 

Camden County authorities arrested fifteen young 
men on Petty’s Island for playing baseball on the 
Sabbath, describing them as “an unruly gang” and 
baseball as a sport that bruises shade trees and encour-
ages blasphemy (Camden Democrat, 23 May 1874).

The Tammany Pea Shore Fishing Company, estab-
lished about 1809 at Pea Shore Cove opposite the 
north end of Petty’s Island on the New Jersey main-
land (Map A.20), ranks among the earliest organiza-
tions to hold regular recreational events on the water 
near Petty’s Island. The company was a social club 
composed mostly of Philadelphia artisans and artists. 
They erected a brick clubhouse, which became a sum-
mer hangout for the club members and their friends. It 
is reported that Walt Whitman was a frequent visitor. 
Although the club had no property or claim to Petty’s 
Island, the members no doubt fished in the channel off 
the island and probably visited the island on outings 
(Prowell 1886: 754).

Newspapers in the last quarter of the 19th century are 
filled with notes regarding the activities of boys and 
young men on the island and in its surrounding waters 
(see Appendix D). In this period of rapid urbaniza-
tion, the island became a magnet for exploration and 
escape. Unfortunately, when these escapades appear 
in the papers they are usually accompanied by tragedy. 
In July 1887, for example, three boys in their mid-
teens drowned after hiring a boat and rowing out to the 
island. At least two dozen boat accidents and drown-
ings were reported at Petty’s Island from the 1870s to 
the 1890s (Philadelphia Inquirer, 13 July 1887).

13. What Might Have Been

Petty’s Island has a long history of rumors, ideas, 
schemes and projects that never came to be or that rep-
resent alternative narratives. Among the most persis-
tent tales is that the island was a hold-out of the pirate 
Edward Teach, aka Blackbeard (circa 1680-1718). 
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In fact, there is no evidence that Blackbeard really 
visited Philadelphia. Blackbeard and his pirate mates 
preyed on Philadelphia merchant shipping, and during 
1717-1718 the merchants of the city were in ferment 
about the economic damage being caused to their 
Caribbean trade. They initiated a vitriolic campaign 
against the pirates, many of whom had been until 
recently British-sanctioned privateers. Blackbeard 
died in a naval battle near Ocracoke Island, North 
Carolina in November 1718. Many of the rumors 
about Blackbeard, and possibly the source of the 
extrapolation that he visited or moored off of Petty’s 
Island, can be attributed to a very popular and entirely 
fictional account of his life, Blackbeard, A Page from 
the Colonial History of Philadelphia, published in 
1835 (Bialuschewski 2010: 165-178).

Based more in reality than pirate legend are various 
projects, some partially implemented, to turn Petty’s 
Island into something other than what it became. 
Among the leading proposals in this regard were plans 
that began to take form after the Civil War to adapt 
the island for use as a prison, hospital, almshouse or 
asylum. This scheme went so far as to have an engi-
neer meet with various landowners in 1869. Possibly, 
Dr. Joseph Pancoast, a leading Philadelphia physician 
with numerous business interests, had acquired sev-
eral lots on the island in anticipation of such a plan. In 
1880, John F. Betz rented part of the island for a danc-
ing and drinking resort known as Willow Grove. Betz 
was a member of well-known family of Philadelphia 
German brewers, but Willow Grove appears to have 
lasted only a few months (San Antonio Express, 5 
October 1867; Philadelphia Inquirer, 14 May 1869; 
Leach 1913; Independence Hall Association 2013). 

Plans for Petty’s Island reached a low point in the 
immediate aftermath of the Corps of Engineers’ 
dredging project of 1891-93, which wiped out the 
shipbuilders and chopped 150 acres from the island’s 
land mass. In May 1893, Philadelphia garbage collec-
tors threatened to turn Petty’s Island into a collection 

point for the city’s refuse. The proximate cause was 
a Philadelphia city ordinance that outlawed pigs in 
the city. The pigs, however, had played a vital role 
in garbage disposal, being fed slop and other organic 
waste. Some of the city’s garbage collectors moved 
their pigs to Petty’s Island – the number of pigs is 
in question (some say hundreds, others a thousand) 
– and then began barging the garbage to the island. 
Camden health officials, upon finding out, raised an 
uproar, fearing contamination to the city’s water sup-
ply, which was drawn from the river opposite Petty’s 
Island. The piggery was shut down quickly and the 
island disinfected, but not before the local news-
papers had an opportunity to stir up local passions 
(Philadelphia Inquirer, 11 May 1893; 12 May 1893; 
13 May 1893; 18 May 1893; 25 May 1893; 26 May 
1893; 2 June 1893; 9 June 1893).

During 1901, rumors about the redevelopment of 
Petty’s Island began to appear in Philadelphia and 
national newspapers, sparked by information that the 
island had been purchased. In early spring of 1901, 
Philadelphia, San Francisco and New York City 
papers reported that a major shipbuilder – rumored to 
be either Cramps or an English firm – had purchased 
Petty’s Island for a large shipbuilding plant. In fact, 
the more than a dozen lots that made up the island 
were in the process of being acquired by Philip J. 
Ross, a New Yorker who may have been acting on 
behalf of others. If there was a shipyard deal in the 
works, it fell through quickly.  Later that year another 
rumor began to swirl that the island was for sale and 
being considered once again as the site for a municipal 
hospital and insane asylum. This proved to be accu-
rate when Philadelphia’s Department of Charities and 
Correction and a group of doctors toured the island 
and passed a resolution recommending it by a unani-
mous vote in late June 1901. Twelve months later in 
June 1902, Philadelphia’s City Council approved the 
measure, only to have it vetoed by the Philadelphia 
mayor in July 1902, killing the project on the grounds 
that moving the city’s asylum to New Jersey would 
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cause the city to lose jurisdiction over the provision 
of police and sanitation services to the asylum. This 
decision no doubt pleased Camden and New Jersey 
officials, who had raised strenuous objections to the 
plan. New Jersey’s Senate even went so far as to pass 
legislation preventing non-New Jersey municipalities 
from owning property in the state in an attempt to 
block Philadelphia from ever acquiring Petty’s Island 
(Daily People, 6 April 1901; Philadelphia Inquirer, 
26 March 1901; 6 April 1901; 26 June 1901; 29 June 
1902; 26 July 1902; San Francisco Chronicle, 6 April 
1901; Trenton Evening Times, 1 July 1902).

Following the failure of the Philadelphia asylum plan, 
Petty’s Island languished. A group of investors led 
by William F. Donovan of Philadelphia acquired the 
property with the idea of building an amusement park 
“on par with Coney Island.” They even went so far 
as to hire famed architect Louis Sullivan to prepare a 
conceptual design. Work seems to have gotten under 
way in 1907 with the clearing of vegetation, but by 
1909 the amusement park plan had been dropped and 
the island sold to John P. Mack of Philadelphia. He 
soon announced a scheme to hold a world’s fair-like 
exposition to be called an Exhibition of the American 
Republics. This plan too floundered and in 1913 
Mack petitioned Camden County officials for tax 
relief while he sought out a buyer. In late 1914, the 
Camden County sheriff seized Petty’s Island from 
Mack for non-payment of back taxes. It was placed at 
sheriff’s sale on December 14, 1915 (Woodbury Daily 
Times, 27 August 1907; Camden Courier, 19 October 
1909; Philadelphia Inquirer, 28 November 1914; 4 
December 1915; Leech 2012).

Following the announcement of the sheriff’s sale, 
George C. Priestley and the Pennsauken Terminal 
Company acquired Petty’s Island for construction 
of the Crew Levick Company oil storage yard and 
an expansion of the Richmond shipyard of William 
Cramp & Sons (see Sections 10 and 14). The island, 
however, has continued to attract the occasional 

would-be scheme, despite the determinedly industrial 
course that had been set. In 1917, for instance, Mayor 
Charles B. Ellis of Camden suggested using Petty’s 
Island for a highway bridge crossing the Delaware 
River between Pennsauken and Philadelphia. This 
was offered as an alternative to the site that was 
eventually selected for the Ben Franklin Bridge, com-
pleted in 1926. Nearly a half century later in 1971, the 
Philadelphia Bicentennial Commission, responsible 
for coordinating plans for massive national celebra-
tions, seriously considered using Petty’s Island as 
the main site for a Bicentennial Exposition. It was 
believed that CITGO, owners of the refinery, were 
predisposed to sell the island. The commission per-
formed a feasibility study, even going so far as to draw 
up plans for surrounding Petty’s Island with floating 
manmade precast-concrete islands that could be used 
as platforms for displays and then later towed to other 
locations to be repurposed as housing. Petty’s Island 
was eventually rejected as a site for bicentennial cel-
ebrations because of concerns that the island was too 
small and inaccessible. Pennsauken residents also pro-
tested against the bicentennial plan, mainly on grounds 
of traffic congestion and “not-in-my-backyard” issues 
(Woodsbury Daily Times, 17 January 1917; Trenton 
Evening Times, 22 August 1971; 7 December 1971; 
Centre Daily Times, 25 August 1971).

14. Oil and Bulk Materials Storage and 
Handling

In 1916, oilman George C. Priestley put togeth-
er a business deal that brought the Crew Levick 
Company to Petty’s Island. Components of this deal 
included new rail access via a bridge built across the 
New Jersey channel from the Pennsauken shoreline. 
Construction began in 1916 and three years later an 
exporting plant for lubricating oils opened for busi-
ness. Between 1925 and 1927, Crew Levick added a 
refinery and additional storage for handling gasoline 
and related products such as greases, insecticides and 



Page 2-19

HISTORICAL AND ARCHIVAL RESEARCH:  PETTY’S ISLAND PRESERVE

solvents. By 1931, the facility had storage for crude 
and fuel oils amounting to 21 million gallons capac-
ity. During that year, 31 oil tankers brought crude oil 
to the island for refining and more than 5,000 rail 
cars departed the island with product for delivery to 
customers. Rail shipments of specialized products 
such as light oils, kerosene and naphtha were also 
received from Cities Service plants near the western 
Pennsylvania oil fields at Titusville. The Petty’s Island 
facility further processed and blended these products 
for distribution to customers on the East Coast. The 
facility also serviced annually over 300 ships pick-
ing up fuel oil from the plant’s 800-foot long wharf 
(Cranston 1931: 142-143).

By the time the Crew Levick Company built its facility 
on Petty’s Island in 1916, the Philadelphia region was 
already a significant refining and exporting center for 
the oil industry. The city’s port and rail facilities were 
considered particularly well positioned for distribu-
tion to markets on the East Coast and internationally, 
especially once pipelines from western Pennsylvania 
oil fields reached the city in the 1880s. The earliest 
refineries in the Philadelphia area appear to have been 
established in the mid-1860s by the Belmont Refining 
Company and Atlantic Refining Company on the 
Schuylkill River. By 1891, the Philadelphia region 
was exporting 35 percent of all United States petro-
leum with major refineries not only in Philadelphia 
on the Schuylkill but on the Delaware River at 
Chester, Trainer and Marcus Hook, Pennsylvania and 
Paulsboro, New Jersey. By comparison, Crew Levick 
was a relative late-comer to the region and its refining 
capacity comparatively small. Its location on the river 
was advantageous for receiving and exporting oil, but 
perhaps not as superior as those refineries located fur-
ther downstream (Oliver Evans Chapter of the Society 
for Industrial Archeology 1990: 1-13, 11-19).

The Crew Levick Company was affiliated with the 
Cities Service Company, which was established in 
1910 by Henry Latham Doherty of Bartlesville, 

Oklahoma. Cities Service initially had interests in 
natural gas but soon expanded into other petroleum 
products and public utilities. The discovery by Cities 
Service of the El Dorado oil field in central Kansas in 
1915 and the Oklahoma City oil field in 1928 placed 
significant pressure on the company to increase refin-
ing and storage capacity, likely driving some of the 
decisions to build and expand upon its facilities at 
Petty’s Island. By 1933, Cities Service owned ten oil 
refineries, including one at Perth Amboy, New Jersey. 
After a prolonged federal court battle following pas-
sage of the Public Utility Holding Company Act of 
1935, Cities Service was forced to divest itself of 
public utilities. In 1959, the petroleum and natural 
gas companies were reformed as Cities Service Oil 
Company. The CITGO marketing brand was intro-
duced in 1964 as part of an advertising campaign. 
Cities Service Oil Company was reformed as CITGO 
Petroleum Corporation in 1978. It survived a hostile 
takeover attempt in the early 1980s, but the state-
owned Petroleos de Venazuela gained a controlling 
interest in 1990. CITGO announced plans to close 
the Petty’s Island oil terminal facilities in 2000. At 
present, the facility is shut down and in the process 
of being dismantled and remediated (American Oil & 
Gas Historical Society 2015).

While oil refining and storage have been the dominant 
industrial activities on Petty’s Island since the late 
1910s, there have been other activities. Previously 
discussed was the Cramp shipyard outpost on Petty’s 
Island, active from about 1919 to 1927 and 1940 
to 1946. The Cramp property was sold to the Cities 
Service Oil Company in 1950. Another occupant of 
the island was the Philadelphia Electric Company 
(PECO), which acquired 58.8 acres in 1917. This 
parcel, located between the refinery and the shipyard 
about mid-island, was used for the storage of coal 
reserves for the PECO generating station upriver at 
Port Richmond. By the early 1930s, this coal yard was 
rarely used and PECO sold the property to the Cities 
Service Oil Company in 1953. In 1980, the area of the 
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former coal yard was leased by the Crowley Maritime 
Corporation for use as a transfer facility for roll-on, 
roll-off barges. Today, the Crowley operation remains 
the only active business on Petty’s Island.

15. Natural Resources Preservation

The CITGO Petroleum Corporation’s decision to wind 
down its Petty’s Island operations in 2000 is the start-
ing point for the latest chapter in the island’s history. 
From 2000 to 2009, Petty’s Island was often in the 
public eye as those with a stake in the island sought 
to shape its future. Among the competing visions 
was a major waterfront redevelopment that some 
saw as a potential economic engine for Pennsauken 
and Camden. Others saw an opportunity to mitigate 
environmental damage from years of industrial use 
and create a unique nature preserve within an urban 
setting. Ultimately, through the political process and 
sometimes contentious public debate, a decision was 
made in early 2009 for the New Jersey Natural Lands 
Trust (NJNLT) to accept CITGO’s offer to donate a 
conservation easement so that the island could one day 
become a nature preserve. Once CITGO has cleaned 
up pollution on Petty’s Island it is expected that 
ownership of the island will transfer to the NJNLT.. 
This historical study is part of the foundation that the 
NJNLT is laying for educating the public about Petty’s 
Island’s history and managing its cultural resources.

The players in this latest chapter have been numerous. 
They include developers, businesses, environmental-
ists, the general public, politicians and even foreign 
leaders. Also worthy of a starring role in this story are 
the natural resources of Petty’s Island itself, including 
the American bald eagles that initially triggered inter-
ests in preserving the island’s habitat. The concern 
over the preservation of Petty’s Island also sparked 
renewed interest in its history, bringing back to life 
some long-forgotten stories about its past inhabitants 
and uses. Ultimately, however, it may have been the 

economic recession of 2007-08 that scuttled any real-
istic attempt of redeveloping Petty’s Island with hous-
ing, retail shops and a golf course. In March 2008, 
the firm leading the redevelopment effort allowed 
its agreement with Pennsauken Township to expire 
citing challenges of financing under the then-current 
economic climate.

The interactions and sometimes competing perspec-
tives and goals of the various individuals and orga-
nizations who advocated for the future of Petty’s 
Island make for a fascinating study of the modern 
environmental movement in New Jersey. Since this 
story is currently well known to the NJNLT, it has not 
been a priority of this historical study to gather docu-
mentation on the events leading up to the decision to 
preserve Petty’s Island. From a historical perspective, 
this chapter is still playing out.
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SELECTED HISTORIC MAPS AND AERIAL PHOTOGRAPHS



Figure A.1.  Vinckeboons, Joan.  Caert vande Svydt Rivier in Niew Nederland.  Circa 1639.  Scale:  1 inch= 10.5 miles (approxi-
mately).  Petty’s Island, marked as “Gansen Eylandz,” is indicated.
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Figure A.3.  Holme, Thomas, Robert Greene and John Thornton.  Detail of A Map of the Province of Pennsilvania Containing the 
Three Countyes of Chester Philadelphia and Bucks.  1687.  Scale:  1 inch= 2.4 miles (approximately).



Figure A.4.  Heap, George, L. Hebert and Nicholas Scull.  A map of Philadelphia and parts 
adjacent:  with a perspective view of the State-House.  1752.  Scale:  1 inch= 1.7 miles 
(approximately).



Figure A.5.  Bellin, Jacques-Nicolas.  Detail of Plan de Philadelphie et Environs.  1764.  Scale:  
1 inch= 2,750 feet (approximately).



Figure A.6.  Fisher, Joshua.  Detail of A Chart of Delaware Bay and River.  1776.  Scale:  1 inch= 
8.6 miles (approximately).



Figure A.7.  Werner, J.W.  Detail of Carte d’une partie de Pensylvanie.  1777.  Scale:  1 inch= 4.9 miles (approxi-
mately).



Figure A.8.  Detail of [Hessian Map of Southern New Jersey with Inset Map of Philadelphia].  Circa 1777.  Scale:  
1 inch= 2.6 miles (approximately).



Figure A.9.  [Map of the Environs of Camden, N.J.].  1778.  Scale:  1 inch= 1,770 feet (approximately).



Figure A.10.  Faden, William.  Detail of A plan of the city and environs of Philadelphia: with the works and 
encampments of His Majesty’s forces under the command of Lieutenant General Sir William Howe, K.B.  1779.  
Scale:  1 inch= 2,770 feet (approximately).
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Figure A.12.  Hills, John.  Detail of Plan of the City of Philadelphia and Environs.  1808.  Scale:  1 inch= 1,870 feet (approxi-
mately).



Figure A.13.  Watson, William.  A Map of the State of New Jersey.  1812.  Scale:  1 inch= 4 miles (approximately).
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Figure A.16.  Ellet, Charles S., Jr.  Detail of Map of the County of Philadelphia.  1843.  Scale:  1 inch= 1,935 feet (approxi-
mately).
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Figure A.19.  Smith, R.P.  Detail of Map of the Vicinity of Philadelphia from Actual Surveys.  1853.  Scale:  1 inch= 2,400 feet 
(approximately).



Figure A.20.  Lindsay & Blakiston.  Detail of Plan of the City of Philadelphia as Now Consolidated.  1855.  Scale:  1 inch= 2,830 
feet (approximately).



Figure A.21.  Scott & Moore.  Detail of Scott’s Map of the Consolidated City of Philadelphia.  1856.  Scale:  1 inch= 2,350 feet 
(approximately).



Figure A.22.  Clement, John, Edward H. Saunders and Edward Turner.  Detail of Map of Camden County, New Jersey.  1857.  
Scale:  1 inch= 1.3 miles (approximately).



Figure A.23.  Lake, D.J. and S.N. Beers.  Detail of Map of the Vicinity of Philadelphia from Actual Surveys.  
1861.  Scale:  1 inch= 4,600 feet (approximately).



Figure A.24.  Barnes, R.L.  Detail of Barnes Map of Philadelphia.  1865.  Scale:  1 inch= 2,400 feet (approximately). 



Figure A.25.  Rease & Kurtz.  Detail of City of Philadelphia, 1867.  Petty’s Island 
is shown in the foreground of this panoramic view.



Figure A.26.  Detail of Birds Eye View of Philadelphia and Vicinity Showing Location of the Philadelphia & Reading Railroad.  
1870.



Figure A.27.  Mitchell, S. Augustus.  Detail of Philadelphia and Camden.  1872.  Scale:  1 inch= 1,800 feet (ap-
proximately).



Figure A.28.  Smedley, Samuel L.  Detail of Map of Philadelphia.  1872.  Scale:  1 inch= 2,280 feet (approximately).



Figure A.29.  [Delaware River Navigation Chart].  1872.  Scale:  1 inch= 2,050 feet (approximately).



Figure A.30.  Yocum, J.H.  Detail of Map of Pettys or Treaty Island in Stockton Township, Camden Co., N.J., Showing the Exterior 
Wharf Line.  1875.  Scale:  1 inch= 1,800 feet (approximately).



Figure A.31.  Woolman, William.  [Map of 18th-century Lots on Petty’s Island].  1875.  Scale:  1 inch= 1,260 feet (ap-
proximately).



Figure A.32.  Fowler & Lummis.  Detail of The Delaware River in the County of Camden.  1876.  Scale:  1 inch= 2,700 feet (ap-
proximately).



Figure A.33.  U.S. Coast and Geodetic Survey.  Detail of No. 1. Delaware River, PA.  From Bridesburg to Kensington.  1878.  
Scale:  1 inch= 1,725 feet (approximately).



Figure A.34.  U.S. Coast and Geodetic Survey.  Detail of No. 2. Delaware River, PA.  From Kensington to Kaighn’s Point.  1878.  
Scale:  1 inch= 1,600 feet (approximately).
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Figure A.36.  U.S. Coast and Geodetic Survey.  Detail of Changes in the Delaware River Between Bridesburg and Kensington.  
1880.  Scale:  1 inch= 1,650 feet (approximately).



Figure A.37.  U.S. Coast and Geodetic Survey.  Detail of Changes in the Delaware River Between Kensington and Kaighn’s Point.  
1880.  Scale:  1 inch= 2,550 feet (approximately).



Figure A.38.  Riparian Commissioners of New Jersey.  Map showing the New Exterior Wharf and Pier Lines for the Southerly 
end of Pettys or Treaty Island in the Delaware River.  1880.  Scale:  1 inch= 2,100 feet (approximately).



Figure A.39.  Burk & McFetridge.  Detail of Philadelphia in 1886.  1885.



Figure A.40.  Robert, Henry M.  Sketch of the Delaware in the Vicinity of Five Mile Bar.  1887.  Scale:  1 inch= 2,000 feet (ap-
proximately).



Figure A.41.  Baist, George William.  Detail of Baist’s Map of Philadelphia and Environs.  1889.  Scale:  1 inch= 2,400 feet (ap-
proximately).
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Figure A.43.  Riparian Comissioners of New Jersey.  Map Showing the New Exterior Line for Piers on Delaware River between 
the North End of Petty’s Island and Fishers Point.  1895.  Scale:  1 inch= 1,000 feet (approximately).
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Figure A.45.  Hopkins, G.M.  Detail of Index Map.  Atlas of the Vicinity of Camden, New Jersey.  1907.  Scale:  1 inch= 1,700 
feet (approximately).



Figure A.46.  Smith, J.L.  Detail of New Map of the City of Philadelphia.  1907.  Scale:  1 inch= 1,175 feet (approximately).



Figure A.47.  Smith, J.L.  Detail of City of Philadelphia.  1913.  Project area indicated.  Scale:  1 inch= 1,075 feet (approximately).



Fi
gu

re
 A

.4
8.

  U
ni

te
d 

N
ew

 Je
rs

ey
 R

ai
lro

ad
 C

om
pa

ny
.  

[B
rid

ge
 to

 P
et

ty
’s

 Is
la

nd
]. 

 1
91

6.
  S

ca
le

:  
1 

in
ch

= 
1,

03
5 

fe
et

 (a
pp

ro
xi

m
at

el
y)

.



Figure A.49.  Commercial Development of Petty’s Island.  1917.  Scale:  1 inch= 1,250 feet (approximately).
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Figure A.51.  Detail of Map of the City of Camden and Vicinity.  1922.  Scale:  1 inch= 1,700 feet (approximately).
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Figure A.53.  Philadelphia Record.  “Petty’s Island as seen from the air, showing the new refi nery and tank farm of the Crew 
Levick Company, which has just been completed ….”  Circa 1925.  View looking north (upriver).



Figure A.54.  Dallin Aerial Survey Company.  Detail of Delaware River Water-
front, North Philadelphia.  1929.  View looking southwest (downriver).



Figure A.55.  Camden County Aerial Views.  Detail of Aerial View of City of Camden.  1930.  View looking northwest.



Figure A.56.  Cranston, Paul F.  Map of Pennsauken.  1931.  Scale:  1 inch= 2,800 feet (approximately).
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Figure A.58.  Dallin Aerial Survey Company.  Port Richmond, Petty’s Island.  1932.  
View looking south (downriver).



Figure A.59.  Philadelphia City Planning Commission.  Philadelphia Region When Known as Coaquannock.  1934.



Figure A.60.  Franklin Survey Company.  Map of Camden & Vicinity, Philadelphia.  1935.  Scale:  1 inch= 1,600 feet (approxi-
mately).



Figure A.61.  Dallin Aerial Survey Company.  Crew Levick Company, Petty’s Island.  1938.  
View looking southwest (downriver).



Figure A.62.  Dallin Aerial Survey Company.  Petty’s Island.  1939.  View looking south (downriver).



Figure A.63.  Dallin Aerial Survey Company.  Crew Levick Oil Company, Petty’s Island.  1939.  View look-
ing southwest (downriver).



Figure A.64.  Dallin Aerial Survey Company.  Manufacturing Plant, Petty’s Island.  1939.  View 
looking north (upriver).



Figure A.65.  Dallin Aerial Survey Company.  Pure Oil Company, Petty’s Island.  1940.  View looking south 
(downriver).



Figure A.66.  Corps of Engineers.  Detail of Map of the Ports of Philadelphia, Camden and Gloucester.  1949.  Scale:  1 inch= 
1,475 feet (approximately).



Figure A.67.  Aerial Photograph of Petty’s Island.  1977.  Source: Tidelands Basemaps, New Jersey Department of Environmental 
Protection 2015.
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Appendix B

SELECTED HISTORIC IMAGES AND PHOTOGRAPHS



Image B.1. Native Americans in Canoes. Circa 1670-1700.  From Thomas Campanius Holm, Description of the Province of New 
Sweden, now called by the English, Pennsylvania in America: Compiled from the Relations and Writings of Persons Worthy of 
Credit, and Adorned with Maps and Plates. Based on English translation by Peter S. Du Ponceau, published in 1834. Holm wrote 
his account between 1670 and 1702. Generically, this view depicts Native Americans as they might have appeared at the time the 
Lenape sold Petty’s Island to European settlers in the late 1670s.



Image B.2. Petty’s Island Deed. 1678. The deed transfers the island from Wesakesouscutte, Pesakesen, Colehickamin and Ojer-
ekqua to Elizabeth Kinsey. Source: Haverford College Archives, Quaker Collection.



Image B.3. Land Warrant for Petty’s Island from William Penn to Thomas Fairman. 1714. This warrant confi rmed land holdings 
that Fairman had already acquired through his wife Elizabeth Kinsey Fairman. Elizabeth purchased Petty’s Island from four 
Native Americans in 1678. Source: Microfi lm, City Archives of Philadelphia; Original on fi le at Pennsylvania State Archives, 
Harrisburg.



Image B.4. Deed for Petty’s Island, Benjamin Fairman to John Petty. 1732. Source: Camden County Historical Society.



Image B.5. Heap, Thomas. An East Prospect of the City of Philadelphia. Engraving, 1768. This view from the perspective of 
modern-day Camden unfortunately does not depict Petty’s Island but it does offer a panorama of Philadelphia and the city’s sky-
line of church steeples. One can imagine somewhat similar views from Petty’s Island. Source: Library of Congress.



Image B.6. This drawing depicts a bateaux, a type of colonial watercraft often used on the Delaware River for local passenger and 
freight transport. Such vessels would have been a common sight from Petty’s Island. Source: Dunbar 1915.



Image B.7. Pettey’s Island Lottery. Broadside. 1761. Source: Library Company of Philadelphia.



Image B.8. Pettie’s Island Land and Cash Lottery. Broadside. 1771. Source: Library Company of Philadelphia.



Image B.9. Advertisement for the Satisfaction of the Adventurers in Pettie’s Island Land and Cash Lottery. Broadside. 1771. 
Source: Library Company of Philadelphia.



Image B.10. Pettie’s Island Lottery Ticket Nos. 2000-2003. 1771. Source: Framed Photostat, Camden County Historic 
Society. Original reported to be on fi le at the Bucks County Historical Society, Doylestown, Pennsylvania.



Image B.11.  Pettie’s Island Cash Lottery. Broadside. 1772. Source: Library Company of Philadelphia.



Image B.12. Pettie’s Island Lottery. Broadside. 1772. Source: Library Company of Philadelphia.



Image B.13. The German Charitable Society’s Lottery on Petty’s Island. Broadside. 1773. Source: Library 
Company of Philadelphia.



Image B.14. Pettie’s Island Cash Lottery in Three Classes. Broadside. 1773. Source: Library Company of Phila-
delphia.



Image B.15. Supplement to the American Flint Glass Manufactory Pettie’s Island Cash Lottery. Broadside. 
1774. Source: Library Company of Philadelphia.



Image B.16. Title Page from a State Legislative Act of 1783 Regulating Land Improvement on Petty’s 
Island. Printed in 1803. Source: Camden County Historical Society.



Image B.17. United States Frigate Allliance. After a distinguished naval career, the Alliance was scuttled on Petty’s Island in 1790. 
Source: Philadelphia Free Library.



Image B.18. Artist’s rendering of a Delaware River scene in the early 19th century. The location is described as between Philadel-
phia and Camden. The islands in the background are presumably Windmill and Smith’s islands. The rendering captures a sense 
of the maritime activity that would have surrounded Petty’s Island. Source: Philadelphia Record Collection, Historical Society of 
Pennsylvania.



Image B.19. Birch, Thomas. The City & Port of Philadelphia on the River Delaware from Kensington. Circa 1800. This famous 
view is looking south from Penn Treaty Park opposite Petty’s Island on the Philadelphia side of the river. Although it does not 
show the island, it offers something close to the view from the island. The maritime activity suggests the northerly expansion of 
the working waterfront. Source: New-York Historical Society (painting).  Lithograph of same view is also available in Birch’s 
City of Philadelphia, published in 1800.



Image B.20. Hill, I.W. View of Philadelphia looking northeast from the roof of the ship house at the Navy Yard. 1836.  In this 
idealized view the islands in the river are Windmill and Smith islands and beyond them appears to be the south end of Petty’s 
Island (top right). Source: Tyler 1955. Original attributed to the Atwater Kent Museum (now Philadelphia History Museum), 
Philadelphia.



Image B.21. Scott, Thomas M. Tamany [sic] Fish House, on the Pea Shore, R. Delaware. Lithograph, 1852. The Tammany Fish 
House was located opposite the north end of Petty’s Island on the Jersey side of the channel at Steele’s Cove.  During the early 
part of the 19th century, it operated as a Bohemian social club, frequented by artists of Philadelphia. It featured popular swim-
ming, sailing and fi shing activities. It was reportedly favored by poet Walt Whitman. This view captures the leisurely activities 
taking place near Petty’s Island during the middle decades of the 19th century. Source: Historical Society of Pennsylvania.



Image B.22. William Cramp. Circa 1870. During the late 1840s, Cramp estab-
lished a sawmill on Petty’s Island for his Philadelphia-based shipyard. Source: 
Independence Seaport Museum.



Image B.23a. Joseph Rillat’s Boat Yard on Petty’s Island. 1888. Source: Camden County Historical Society.



Image B.23b. Joseph Rillat’s Boat Yard on Petty’s Island. 1888. Source: Camden County Historical Society.



Image B.23c. Joseph Rillat’s Boat Yard on Petty’s Island. 1888. Source: Camden County Historical Society.



Image B.24. Griffi th Morgan House in Pennsauken Township. Circa 1890. Morgan, a prominent farmer in Pennsauken and a 
Cooper family relative, was one of the owners of a Petty’s Island meadow prior to his death in 1790. He lived in this house, today 
home to the Pennsauken Historical Society, during the time that he owned 21 acres on Petty’s Island. Source: Camden County 
Historical Society.



Image B.25. Detail from a photograph of the launching of the battleship USS Idaho from the Cramp shipyard opposite Petty’s 
Island. 1905. Glimpses of Petty’s Island can often be seen in the Cramps launching photographs of the 1890s to 1910s. Source: 
Independence Seaport Museum, Cramp Shipyard Collection.



Image B.26. A relatively undeveloped Petty’s Island in the background of a photograph of the Cramp shipyard. View looking 
northeast from the Philadelphia side of the river. 1911. Source: Independence Seaport Museum, Cramp Shipyard Collection.



Image B.27. Detail from an artist’s idealized rendering of the Cramp shipyard showing the shipyard’s buildings on the south end 
of Petty’s Island. 1919. The two, two-story buildings at left are labeled “forge” while the one-story buildings at right are labeled 
“storage forge.” Source: Independence Seaport Museum, Cramp Shipyard Collection.



Image B.28. Detail of the north end of Petty’s Island from a Cramp shipyard photograph. Circa 1920. The Crew-Levick refi nery 
with its four towers is visible. Source: Independence Seaport Museum, Cramp Shipyard Collection.



Image B.29. Main Offi ce and Works, The William Cramp & Sons Ship and Engine Building Company. 1922. This idealized view 
shows Petty’s Island in the background (top right). Only the buildings associated with the shipyard are shown (not the tank yard 
of the refi nery). Source: William Cramp & Sons Ship and Engine Building Company 1922.



Image B.30. Boat stuck in winter ice on the Delaware River. Circa 1930. Although the location of this photograph is not identifi ed, 
the bridge in the background and the refi nery would appear to place it in the New Jersey channel opposite Petty’s Island. Source: 
Philadelphia Record Photograph Collection, Historical Society of Pennsylvania.



Image B.31a. Reconstructing Petty’s Island Railroad Bridge. October 1935.  The earlier bridge of 1916 was damaged by fi re. The 
Philadelphia Record reported that the new bridge was completed in less than two weeks in order to keep 500 men working on the 
island at the refi nery and other industries. Source: Philadelphia Record Photograph Collection, Historical Society of Pennsylvania.



Image B.31b. Reconstructing Petty’s Island Railroad Bridge. October 1935.  Source: Philadelphia Record Photograph Collection, 
Historical Society of Pennsylvania.



Image B.31c. Reconstructing Petty’s Island Railroad Bridge. October 1935.  Source: Philadelphia Record Photograph Collection, 
Historical Society of Pennsylvania.



Image B.32. Cramp Shipbuilding Company Annual Report, Frontispiece. 1943. This artistic rendering presumably shows Petty’s 
Island in silhouette in the background.



Image B.33a. Cramp Shipbuilding Company, Artist’s Rendering, Showing Petty’s Island in the Background. 1946. Source: 
Cramp Shipbuilding Company 1946.



Image B.33b. Cramp Shipbuilding Company, Artist’s Rendering, Showing Petty’s Island in the Background. 1946. Source: 
Cramp Shipbuilding Company 1946.



Image B.34. Fire on Petty’s Island.  View looking northwest from the Pennsylvania Railroad Drawbridge. Circa 1950. Source: 
Camden County Historical Society.
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WITH NEW INDUSTRIES

Big Firms Buy Tracts of Land
Now Lying Idle in Dela-

ware River

WILL ERECT PLANTS
Petty s Island, lying apparently neglected

for 260 years. Is destined to grow Into athriving center of business and commercial
activity. The- recent purchases of the larger
portion of the island by the William Cranip
& Sons' Ship and Engine Building Company,
by the Philadelphia Electric Company andby the Crew-Levlc- k Company, producers and
refiners of petroleum, Indicate a realizationthat its enviable situation in the midst of
tho productive center of the Middle Atlantic
States and at the very gates of Philadel-
phia greatly increases the value of Petty's
Island to Industry of this section of thecountry.

Facing the New Jersey shore. Tetty's
Island has. a shore frontage almost one-thi-

as great as Philadelphiaa. Cramps
have secured from the Pensauken TerminalCompany, which until recently owned the
entire island, approximately 1C85 feet of the
west end of tho Island, with the privilege of
further extension of 1700 feet to the pier-
head line. The Philadelphia Electric owns
the adjoining 1000 feet on the north shore
of the-Isla- Almost a mile of the ex-
treme cast end of the island Is In the hands
of the Crew-Levlc- k Company, while thatportion of the land between the property of
the oil and tho electric company is still
awaiting a purchaser, "though," says
George C Priestly, who Is the founder and
head of tho Pensauken Terminal Company,
"there have been prospective purchasers
whose names I do not yet wish to make
known."

CONTKACTS FOR WAREHOUSES
The Crew-I,evlc- k Company has already

negotiated for the erection of a long rec-
tangular row of warehouses along the north
frontage. In these, owing to the greater de-
mand for oils In ronscquence of the Interna-
tional crisis, tMe oil company will And It
necessary to barrel and store thSr lubri-
cants for shipment. The Electric Company
will utilize their plot for coal storage, since
the extent of their storage on Washington
avenue In South Philadelphia Is proving in-

adequate As far as could be ascertained,
Cramps wlU use their ground In such man-
ner as will depend, on the exigencies of the
future.

The Pennsylvania Railroad Company has
under construction a necessary branch line
from the Camden Terminal Division, In Pen
sauken township, across the Jersey channel
of the Delawaro River to Petty's Island, to
tap these Industries about to be started
there.

The branch will be about two miles long.
It will touch the Island at the extreme east
end and will run along parallel to the north
shore, communicating with each of the In-

dustries on the Island. The branch will be
constructed In cut and earthen embank-
ment, with the exception of about 2600 feet
over the Jersey channel, where a wooden
trestle will be constructed with an eighty-fo- ot

clear span bascule drawbridge to pro-M-

for river traffic and two fifty-fo-

girder spans on either side of the draw-
bridge.

The Tine will bo a single track, with a
footwalk on either side, from the end at
Thirty-sixt- street to Petty's Island. River
road, In Pensauken township, will be car-rle- d

over the proposed track by means of an
overhead bridge. The contract for the build-
ing of the entire branch was awarded by
the Pennsylvania Railroad to Arthur Mo
Mullen, New York city.

HISTORY OF ISLAND
Petty's Island Is located In the Dela-

ware River between the Camden shore on
the Jersey side and Kensington shore on
the Pennsylvania side. It has been known
by various names since It has been known
at all, sometimes Treaty Island, Falrman,
Shackamackson, Kensington, and lastly,
since 1750, Petty's Island, after the owner,
John Petty, who was an Indian trader.

Previous to 1756 neither Pennsylvania
nor Jersey had ever claimed ownership of
the Island. In 1756 a Cadwalader Evans
had tried to secure a grant of the Island

' from the crown In England, but failed, And
It was not until 1782 that a "commission
for the States of New Jersey and Pennsyl-
vania conferred as to an equitable division
of the Islands In the Delaware and awarded
Petty's to New Jersey, It being nearer to the
shore of that State. De facto It Is a part
of. Philadelphia."

In his little pamphlet. "The Romance of
, Petty's Island," John L. Morrison states
that since John Petty owned the Island
there have been three attempts to give the
Island the lmnortance Its location Justifies.
Under the effort of the Cooper family, of
Camden, who owned It for a time, an at-
tempt was made to establish Industrial ac-
tivity on the Island, but the attempt was
shortlived. Later an endeavor to make It a
Public pleasure ground failed. ' Finally,
George C. Priestly, who saw virtue In such
a great water front as Petty's enjoyed,
bought the Island,

LABOR UNION SHAKES
OEF GERMAN CONTROL

American Defeats German Socialist for
Presidency of St. Louis'

Organization

. BT. LOUIS. June 27. The Central Trades
M Labor Union of St Louis, .represent-

ing 3000 workmen, has shaken off German
control and now advocates President Wll-- s

program. The change came at the"nul election, when Peter Belsel. Social-I- f.

"'German lineage, was defeated for thePresidency by p. J. Qrames. an American.ee vote was lS2'to 93.
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CHAIN

TO DELIVERIES

Phones Also Will Go Out Mon-
day to Cut Expense and

Prices

The American Stores Company, which
was recently formed by combination of
nearly all the chain stores In this locality,
bringing together 1225 grocery stores, has
announced the discontinuance of deliveries,
distribution of circulars and telephone con-

nections after next Saturday.
Samuel Robinson, president of the com-

pany, said the action had been taken for
economy and to help the Government carry
out Its war program. He said that since
men arc soon to be called for military duty
men In all necessary occupations will bo
at a premium.

The discontinuation of deliveries will
throw tho burden carried formerly by the
men In the delivery department upon the
housewife.

When Mr. Robinson was asked If this
change In plan would mean a cut In prices
he said:

"The American Stores Company Is born of
the Idea to reduce prices, and the changes
are being made with that Idea In mind.
The consumer, of course, will benefit."

Announcement of the plan has been made
by posters at all of the stores of the com-
pany. In many cases customers protested
vigorously, but when they were told of the
purpose of the plan most of them said they
would be satisfied to wait and see If the
price reductions actually came before con-
demning the action.

Instead of Issuing weekly circulars the
company will advertise In Philadelphia
newspapers. It Is announced.

The stores that are Included In the chain
system are the Acme, Robinson & Craw-for- d,

Bell, Childs and Dunlap. They were
recently merged Into the new corporation,
which Is said to be the greatest retail gro-
cery selling organization In the country,
with a capitalization of $20,000,000.

QUARREL ENDS IN SHOOTING

Mexican Wounded by Fellow Country-
man In Precarious Condition

NORRISTOWN, Pa., June 27. A fight
between two Mexicans on the road near
the Ivy Rock steel plant may result In
a murder. Margarlto Ramirez Is In a
precarious condition at the Norrlstown Hos-
pital with a gunshot wound In the abdomen.
Inflicted, It Is alleged, by Tony Lauzorl, a
friend, who Is now In the Norrlstown Jail.
Tony Lolvltorl, another Mexican, is also
held In Jail us a witness to the shooting. He
was fired at twice by Lauzorl, It Is said,
while acting as a peacemaker and after-
ward struck on the head by Lauzorl with
the empty pistol. The three men had been
to Norrlstown and were returning to the
Derr quarries, near Ivy Rock, when a quar-
rel arose over a dollar which one had bor-
rowed from the other.

Three Hurt by Dynamite
Three men were Injured by the prema-tur- e

explosion of dynamite on the Reading
Railway above Domino lane, near Shaw-mo- nt

All were taken to St. Timothy's Hos-
pital and'probably will recover. They were
Anthony Williams, 4668 Canton street:
Solomon Gralnas, 4202 Main street, and
Dredano Cotorlese, of 4827 Umbrla street
The workmen were employed by the Mc-Ga- w

Contracting Company and were en-

gaged In removing a bend of the Norrls-
town branch. The dynamite exploded be-

fore they could run out of the danger zone.
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FILTH IN NELLY'S ALLEY

STIRS UP BUREAUCRATS

Revolting Conditions Cause Chief
Hicks to Speed Agent to

Germ-Breedi- ng Scene

CONTRACTORS BLAMED

Have You a Nelly's Alley
in Your Neighborhood?

TJAVE you a Nelly's Alley
your neignDornooa ;

Nelly's Alley means: A dirty
street the the cleaner "forgot." A
pail that the garbage collector didn't
know about.

If you have, notify the Evening
Ledger.

Steps will be taken to remedy the
evil and tho contractors who neglect
their duty will be fined.

Filth Facts about Nelly's Alley, pub-llsh-

In yesterday's Evesino LEDaEn,
caused a commotion In City Hall today.
When Chief Robert C. Hicks, of the High
way Bureau, read of the conditions ha
sent an Inspector to the scene at once, with
orders to make a thorough Investigation

and report that the streets had
been cleaned and the garbage removed.

"There Is no excuse for such neglect."
said the chief. "A condition such as that
should not exist anywhere in this city for
forty-eig- hours, let atone a week"

Nelly's alley, which Is off Wlnton street
near Fourth, Is a narrow, hole
A dead cat, which had reposed for eight
whole days on a pile of refuse, added Its
quota, to the sickening, stifling odors that
made the entire neighborhood unbearable
"The garbage collector Is responsible for re-
moving dead animals," said Chief Hicks.
"I am going to sift this matter to the
bottom "

The Penn Reduction Company, which
holds the contract for removing the city's
garbage, denied through Its superintendent
that It had neglected Nelly's alley or any
other part of Philadelphia. The superln-tende-

admitted that the company should
have removed the dead cat and said that
If It could find the drher who refused to
do it, he would be discharged.

State Senator Vare was In Harrlsburg,
and at his ofllces In the Lincoln Building
no one would comment either upon the
failure of his street cleaners to clean h
street, or his apparent Indifference to the
disgusting conditions not a hundred yards
away from the house wh,ere he and his
brothers lived for so many yeara.

Dr Howard S. Anders, 1700 Walnut
street, who has been the pioneer In the
movement for clean streets, declared that
the contractors are at fault, and that the
revolting conditions brought to light yes-
terday have been flourishing for yeaTs.

"Those places are
"

breeding holes for all
sorts of virulent germs," said Doctor
Anders 'Tuberculosis, diphtheria and In-
fantile paralysis flourish in such districts."

The fine for neglect and failure to clean
streets with the frequency and In the order
required by the schedule Is $2 per square
or part square for each dereliction. Neglect
to collect garbage. $1 for each day for each
house, provided the deduction shall not ex-
ceed $2 for any one square. Failure to re-
move dead animals as required, the sum of
J3 each, for each day neglected after noti-
fication.

The Highway Bureau said It was not
aware of the cat In Nelly's alley. No one
notified it The residents of Wlnton street
tell another story.

It Is a pity that City Hall was a lltti.
too far away from Nelly's alley to know
that the cat spoke for itself.

We Must Vacate
Our Juniper & Filbert Sts. Store

expires July 7th
This and the backward season force us
to advance the date of our
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CLEARANCE SALE
Thousands of Dollars' Worth of Men's Seasonable Wearing

Apparel to Be Sold
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Many Other Things That Men Wear Being Sacrificed NOW
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PENNSAUKEN — No island is a man, but, as with men, isolation
sometimes breeds a wild and coarse character.

Take Petty's Island, 292 acres in the Delaware River, separated from
Camden and Pennsauken by roughly 1,200 feet of water.

The island's history is one of dueling and gambling. It has been a
graveyard for ships and destination for floaters - corpses that turn up in
the water, often in spring, when decomposition produces gases that lift
them to the surface.

The surviving lore is colorful. Even a spurned lover of a king's daughter
once sought revenge on the island's people.

Pennsauken has invested in a development study that includes the
island. The project, though very much on the minds of officials, remains
a distant goal - people have dreamed of developing Petty's in some
way for decades.

"We have an island out in the river that could be a developer's dream,"
Mayor Jack Killion said, "a golf course, restaurants, whatever. We have
very high hopes for it."

Killion said officials had been meeting in recent weeks with potential
investors who see in Petty's the same gold mine that Pennsauken
does. When an investor is found, the island's owner - Citgo Petroleum
Corp. - can be approached.

Now uninhabited, Petty's is the Delaware River's fourth-largest island;
the largest is 489-acre Newbold Island off Burlington County.

The last house burned down in 1964, and all relics of the island's past
have been erased. Its present, too, is a mystery to most in the region.

You can't visit Petty's without Citgo's permission.

"The only people that know about Petty's Island are the people who
work on it," said R.J. Smith, Citgo's terminal manager. "We're the
best-kept secret around."

Smith estimates that there are 100 employees on the island. Citgo
stores fuel that it pumps into ships for delivery worldwide. The
company also rents tracts of the island to Crowley Maritime Corp.,
which ships goods to Puerto Rico, and Koch Industries Inc., an
asphalt-products company that sells to the highway industry.

The rise of heavy industry after 1900, Smith said, tamed Petty's. It now
is a quiet, windy and rather desolate place, nearly a third of it
undeveloped and forested.

Local legends tell tales of pirates coming to the island's shores in early
colonial times, and even of buried treasure.

"I have heard that there is treasure here, that Blackbeard was here,"
Smith said. "But I'm from Missouri; show me. I have been looking for it
for 30 years and have not found it."

In 1678, Elizabeth Kinsey, a Quaker who had fled England, bought the
island from four American Indian chiefs.

The next owner was William Penn, whose followers' reputation for
rectitude was tested by the island's distance from scolding elders.

"Petty's Island was kind of a no-man's-land for straitlaced Quaker Philadelphia," said Paul W. Schopp, former executive director of
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the Camden County Historical Society.

In the 18th century, Quakers with a desire to gamble visited the island
for lotteries, and enemies with pistols rowed there from Philadelphia to
settle their differences.

The island's namesake, John Petty, purchased the two-mile-long strip
of land in 1732.

Only fragments of some island stories survive; they hint at longer
sagas.

In Schopp's collection is a letter that a man named Solomon Wardell
wrote to his mother on June 23, 1800. Wardell describes rowing to the
island on May 9 to see three men lynched, telling his mother that it was
"a verry [sic] sorrowful sight to be sure."

It is not known why the three were hanged or if there have been other
executions on Petty's.

A host of ships, however, did end their days there. Timbers from some can still be seen at low tide.

Among the many now forgotten island stories is that of Ralston Laird, who arrived from Ireland in 1851 and became a farm
manager on Petty's. He was to live on the island for more than 50 years and be christened its king.

On Oct. 14, 1911, a front-page obituary in the Camden Post-Telegram proclaimed "Death Takes King of Petty's Island." The
obituary reported that Laird had "played fair and dealt squarely with his fellow men. It was they who proclaimed him king."

Laird, father of four daughters, considered Petty's an Eden, a "paradise" reminiscent of his native Ireland, according to newspaper
reports.

The blissful paradise was threatened in 1896 when island resident Ernest Schroeder came calling on the Lairds.

In an account published under the headline "Cupid on Petty's Island," readers of a local newspaper were told that "Schroeder fell
in love with Kate Laird, it is said, and because she refused to accept his advances he threatened to kill her and everybody else on
the island."

Schroeder, who it seems could have used a break from island living, was charged with carrying "concealed deadly weapons" and
committed to the county jail.

"I have been at this facility here since '72," terminal manager Smith said. "It's a very interesting piece of property. Nobody bothers
us, and that's the way we like it."

Will Van Sant's e-mail address is wvansant@phillynews.com.
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