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Remnants of 18th-Century Bloomfield

On the Banks of the Morris Canal
tucked betWeen brOad Street and John F. Kennedy Drive in 
Bloomfield, fenced off and unknown even to many long-
time residents, is one of our area’s most significant his-
torical sites: the Collins House. 
Few other local homes have 
survived from the 18th century, 
let alone one that played such a 
pivotal role in the operation of 
the Morris Canal, among the 
engineering marvels of its day. 
Though abandoned, dilapidat-
ed, and vandalized, the house 
still retains much of its original 
fabric and its setting along the 
banks of Third River. Through 
the efforts of Bloomfield coun-
cil member Carlos Pomares 
and mayor Michael Venezia, 
the town covered it with tarps 
in 2014 and added roofing in 
2015 to arrest its decline until 
those of us working to save the 
house can raise enough money 
to complete its restoration. Our 
efforts took a leap forward this 
past November when the house 
was officially added to the State 
Register of Historic Places.

Built around 1790 by John 
Collins, an immigrant from Ire-
land and a Revolutionary War 
veteran, the house is a rare sur-
viving example of an architec-
tural style called East Jersey Cottage, a hybrid of Dutch 
and English heavy timber framing. The style is distin-
guished by one and a half stories with a front gable roof 

over a three-bay façade. In 1820 John’s son, Isaac, built an 
addition in the same style. The house originally sat on 11 
acres of farmland, but the area rapidly became industri-

alized. Third River—so named 
because it is the third tributary 
of the Passiac River, counting 
up from Newark Bay—provid-
ed hydropower for a string of 
mills. Part of the Collins prop-
erty was flooded as a mill pond 
through much of the 1800s.

In 1824 Isaac Collins sold a 
little over two acres of his tract 
to the Morris Canal and Bank-
ing Company. It became the 
site of one of the canal’s most 
remarkable features, Inclined 
Plane 11 East. Normally a canal 
uses locks to handle a change in 
elevation, but locks are practical 
only for rises or drops of about 
10 feet, and the Morris Canal 
had to climb a total of 914 feet 
from Jersey City to its highest 
point near Lake Hopatcong. 
Instead the canal relies on in-
clined planes.

Inclined Plane 11 East—the 
11th counting eastward from 
Lake Hopatcong—was de-
signed by Bloomfield resident 
Ephraim Morris. His design 
won an engineering compe-

tition and was awarded a patent. It even made the front 
page of Scientific American. The system was essentially a 
giant cable car. It operated by water power from the ca-

Collins House (circled) on the 1906 Mueller Atlas. Today 
the inclined plane is J.F.K. Drive, Diamond Mills is Kinder 

Towers, Combination Rubber is a condo complex, and 
Franklin Avenue is Hoover Avenue. Inset from Google Maps

Collins House in the 1960s. The right section dates to circa 1790, the 
left to 1820. Photo from Bloomfield Cultural Resource Survey, 1982.

The house today. The Township of Bloomfield has added a new roof to 
the main house and covered the remainder with tarps.
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nal itself. At the top, a flume channeled water into a plane 
house, where it spun a turbine that hoisted a cable up or 
down the slope. The boat rode on a flatbed cradle, and 
the trip lasted four minutes, ascending 
or descending 54 feet over a linear dis-
tance of 1,600 feet. The plane was much 
faster and more compact than an equiv-
alent series of locks.

In addition to providing land for 
the canal, Isaac Collins and his son, 
John, were carpenters on the proj-
ect. They built and maintained 
the plane as well as bridges, 
boats, and aqueducts. The 
family sold the house in 1891 
to the adjacent paper mill. 
A succession of paper mills 
used the house as caretak-
er’s quarters until the last, 
Marcal Paper Mills, sold the 
property to the Township of 
Bloomfield in 1981. A cultur-
al resource survey determined 
the house to be historically sig-
nificant, so the town kept it and 
sold the adjacent property for a se-
nior residence, which became known 
as Kinder Towers. The last Marcal care-
taker, Ollie Kemp, and his wife lived in the 
house until 2004. After they moved out, the house was 
left empty and quickly deteriorated.

When the Morris Canal was abandoned in the 1920s, 
the town bought the right of way in hopes of building a 

high-speed trolley sys-
tem. The transit system 
was never constructed 
and the land remained 
vacant until the 1950s, 

when it was used for the Morris Canal Highway, now 
J.F.K. Drive. The street follows the path of the canal from 
Liberty Street to Hoover Avenue. The curves near Foley 

Field trace the original topographic 
contours, and the slope from Baldwin 
Street to Hoover Avenue was the site of 
the inclined plane.

Throughout the state, volunteers 
have organized to preserve what re-

mains of the canal. In 2015 Bloom-
field designated the path of the 

canal through the town as a gre-
enway and formed the Morris 
Canal Greenway Committee. 
It and a nonprofit group, 
Friends of the Morris Canal 
Greenway in Bloomfield, 
have been working to stabi-
lize and restore the Collins 
House. We hope to make it 
the centerpiece of the gre-

enway in Bloomfield, with 
space for public meetings, 

exhibits, and a caretaker’s res-
idence. In February, the state De-

partment of Environmental Protec-
tion awarded the town a $24,000 grant, 

which it plans to use for wayfinding signs 
and historical interpretive kiosks along the path 

of the canal, keeping the history alive.
If you’d like to learn more about the house or contrib-

ute to the preservation efforts, visit our website, Collins-
House.org. Richard Rockwell

Rockwell is chair of Bloomfield’s Morris Canal Greenway Com-
mittee and author of Bloomfield Through Time (Fonthill Me-
dia, 2015). His next walking tour of the Morris Canal is Satur-
day, April 30. To sign up, email MorrisCanal@gmail.com.

The Bloomfield inclined plane, from 
Scientific American, May 20, 1882 

Postcard from circa 1910 shows the 
foot of the inclined plane near the 
Baldwin Street bridge. The Collins 
House (arrow) is left of the bridge.


