
5  Columbia Trail 
 High Bridge Branch of the Central Railroad of  New Jersey (CNJ) 
 
Endpoints:  Bartley Road in Flanders to Main Street in High Bridge 
Location:  Morris County and Hunterdon County, townships of Flanders, Long Valley, Califon, and High Bridge 
Length:  16.2 miles 
Surface:  Dirt, gravel and cinder 
Map(s):  Chester, Hackettstown, Califon and Highbridge in the U.S.G.S. 1:24,000 series or Newark in the 
1:100,000 series. 
Uses:  All non-motorized uses. 
 

To get there:  Take I-80 to exit 27 and then follow Route 206 South to Flanders. Turn right onto County Route 641, 
Bartley-Flanders Road. After about 0.7 miles, take a left. After about 0.4 miles, the road will bend right and the 
Morristown & Erie Railroad track will be on the left for about 1.5 miles until you reach the end of the track. A long 
brick and vinyl-sided commercial building is on the right and the parking lot is on the left where there are spaces for 
about 15 cars. The trail starts in a direct line from the end of the existing rail. 
 

Contact:   
Morris County Park Commission  
P.O. Box 1295, Morristown, NJ 07962-1295   973-326-7600 
Hunterdon County Parks and Recreation Department   908-782-1158 
 

Local Bed & Breakfast:   
The Neighbour House, 143 W. Mill Rd, Long Valley, NJ  07853    
908-876-3519 
The Publick House, 111 W. Main St., Chester, NJ 07930   908-879-6878 
 

Local resources for bike repair:  
Iron Pony Bicycles, 293 Route 206, Flanders, NJ 07836  
973-584-2518 
 
The Jersey Central’s High Bridge Branch was laid out as 33 miles of single track and built in the 1860s to connect 
the mainline at High Bridge with a series of small branches that led to a number of iron mines. As the years went by, 
more than half of the iron ore production of the state of New Jersey went over the High Bridge Branch. The high 
point of this traffic was reached in May, 1882, when 118 cars of ore were shipped over the branch in one day.  
 
The ore trains were always run as extras, one of the train classifications which were usually organized as follows: 
1st class were passenger trains, 2nd class were milk trains, 3rd class were general merchandise trains, and all others 
were considered extras. The rankings were important in order to know which train had priority at a meet, which took 
place at a passing siding where two trains passed each other. The lower class train usually went into a siding and 
waited for the higher class train to pass. In the early years of the 20th century, there was so much traffic that a great 
number of passing sidings were built to allow for two-way traffic in several places. The majority of the meets 
involved a milk train stopping at all the small way stations along the line (this is the origin of the term milk-run.) 
 
There was one major customer on line that was a steady source of revenue for the CNJ. The United States 
Government arsenal at nearby Lake Junction helped keep the branch in the black until nearly the end of operations 
in the early 1970s.  
 
One of the other major industries on this line was the transportation of ice from Lake Hopatcong to the cities. The 
railroad had customers in the ice storage business and the railroad itself owned a series of ice-houses that provided a 
cushion to the private ice-houses as well as a substantial source of revenue for the railroad. Packing the ice into the 
triple-walled ice-houses and insulating the ice-cakes with straw and hay were important, full-time jobs for many 
folks in the days before mechanical refrigeration. 
 
But as the traffic on the branch inevitably declined, the CNJ was faced with the hard choices that all the other 
railroads in the east were facing: How to stop the hemorrhaging caused by unprofitable branch-lines. Larry 



Lowenthal explained the situation in The Iron Mine Railroads of New Jersey.  
 
"In March 1971, as part of its “Blueprint for Survival,” the collapsing CNJ decided to eliminate most of its 
remaining branches in order to preserve a fragment of the system. Under this philosophy of trying to survive as a 
multiple amputee, the CNJ petitioned the ICC on May 27, 1971, to abandon the High Bridge Branch, Dove & 
Rockaway RR, and the Mount Hope Mineral RR -- all its remaining Morris County trackage. By then there were 
reports that Sears, Roebuck & Company was planning a huge warehouse in Mount Olive Township that would 
generate a good many car-loadings. As a result, the CNJ withdrew the section of its application that concerned the 
High Bridge and Dove & Rockaway before the remainder of the case was decided on May 26, 1972." 
 
In 1980, the line was severed at Bartley which was just past the Sears warehouse (now Toys R Us), and the portion 
all the way south to High Bridge was abandoned. The line north from Bartley is now operated by the Morristown & 
Erie Railroad and caters to the big distribution facility with daily service as needed.  
 
In 1985, an underground natural gas pipeline was installed by the Columbia Gas Company which has been in 
negotiations with Morris County to turn the trail over to the Park Commissioners. This would then create another 
gem in the portfolio of trails which Morris County oversees. The section in Hunterdon County is already in 
operation, though they have some bridges left to bring up to trail standards. Hunterdon expects to begin the final 
dress-up of the trail and bridge decking in May of 1998. 
 
This trail is also a perfect example of how a community resource such as the local Boy Scouts can become involved 
in a trail project. Here the High Bridge Council of Scouts regularly has trail maintenance outings from Vernoy to 
High Bridge. Additionally, every year there is a major Scout Camporee that has a trail and railroad history tie-in. 
 
0.0 miles: Crossing the road at the trail-head and heading south, you’ll see the inviting corridor just ahead. It is both 
interesting and cautionary to note that, until 1970 when the railroad installed warning lights and bells, they used to 
have many problems with cars hitting the middle of trains at night. Here Bartley Road is in the middle of an S-curve 
with limited sight distances, so cars came upon the grade crossing very quickly. At night, with no warning lights or 
bells, many a car came around the bend and hit the train broadside. Use this historical footnote to make your 
crossing safe.  
0.1 miles:  Water is on either side, with the stream on the right being the South Branch of the Raritan River. This 
stream will parallel your ride all the way to High Bridge. A set of railcar wheels known as a "truck" is seen here. 
Left over from the clean-up of some long-ago derailment, it serves today to graphically prove the trail's railroad 
origins. 
0.2 miles:  Agricultural grade crossing. 
0.5 miles:  A modern 30-foot bridge over Drake’s Brook, a tributary of the Raritan River. This structure has old 
railroad abutments and a modern superstructure consisting of a solid decking of sturdy 3 X 10 planks and steel side 
rails that are friendly to equestrians. The concrete edging makes for an easy approach. 
0.7 miles:  Grade crossing of North Four Bridges Road where you’ll see an unusual gate which is fairly difficult to 
cross. Just beyond the road are some old ties, and in a short distance you’ll see a battery box that provided the 
current to activate the warning lights and bells at the grade crossing. The next mile is the location where a local 
legend is based. This legend is about the "Hooker Man," a railroad worker from long ago who lost his hand in a train 
accident and was fitted with a hook. It is said that for the rest of his life, he kept coming back to the section between 
North Four Bridges Road and Naughright Road, looking for the hand lost in the accident. He usually came at night, 
armed with a lantern. It is said that a ghostly apparition of a man carrying a lantern can still be seen here. 
 
1.0 miles:  Another bridge over the Raritan which is the twin of the last one seen at milepoint 0.5. 
1.1 miles:  Agricultural grade crossing to a field and a house. 
1.2 miles:  Here you’ll find another similar bridge. This one is about 100 feet long and used to be a deck-girder type 
in the railroad era. 
1.4 miles:  Here is a slight cut that doesn’t drain very well and can be wet. 
1.7 miles:  Grade crossing of Naughright Road which is a busy street, so be careful crossing here. Two horse farms 
are here, the Petit Chaval Farm (876-5518) and the Reiterhof Farm and Stable (876-9063). 
2.1 miles:  Another bridge which is similar to what you’ve seen already. This one crosses the Stony Brook. 
2.2 miles:  Can be wet at times, especially after a steady rain. In this area you’ll see some old RR ties stacked up on 
the right. 



2.4 miles:  Grade crossing of a dirt road which leads on the left to a fishing hole that the locals say is great. 
2.7 miles:  River becomes visible again on the left as the trail opens up. 

3.2miles:  On the right is a 90-degree turn onto a dirt road which must be taken. The trail straight ahead is not open 
to the public as there are negotiations for a trail easement in progress. You will take this road west and uphill. 
3.3 miles:  Fairview Road is found here. You should turn left and head south, past the Frazier Steel Company. 
3.6 miles:  Passing over Electric Brook, and past the Welch Farms complex. 
3.8 miles:  Going over another bridge, and then the road bends to the left and the RoW for the trail is accessed on 
the right just after the green house. If you continue on Fairview Road, you will shortly come upon the Washington 
Township Historical Museum. 
3.9 miles:  The old two-track deck girder bridge is a primitive crossing with only bridge ties and old planks laid on 
top. Next is a grade crossing of Fairview Avenue. It is worth a short detour to view some of the lovely period homes 
and businesses.  
 
You are now in the community of Long Valley, which dates back to 1731 and used to be named Dutch Valley in 
honor of the country of origin for most of the residents. Later on it became known as German Valley when a group 
of emigrants left the German state of Saxony to escape religious persecution, heading for  the Dutch colony in New 
Amsterdam (now known as Manhattan, New York). The ship carrying the Germans ran into unfavorable winds and 
was diverted to Philadelphia. Undaunted, they set out to go overland to New Amsterdam. When they came upon the 
beautiful vista in this area, they decided to stay here and since they outnumbered the original residents, they of 
course renamed it as German Valley. During World War I, when any reference to Germany was unpopular, the town 
was finally renamed Long Valley. Thus it is that this small community has the unique distinction as having three 
names in only 200 years. 
 
The community became a key railroad town when the Chester Branch was constructed and the ore trains came 
rumbling through. The junction with the Chester Branch was here, as well as extensive engine servicing facilities, 
including a turntable. At the turn of the century, when the iron mines in Chester started to reduce production, 
German Valley reflected the changes with scaled-back facilities. The community was also famous for Schooley’s 
Mountain, one of those special grand resort destinations so common at the turn of the century. 
 
4.0 miles:  Triple-track crossing of a small stream. This bridge is a deck girder type and this one also has only 
bridge ties for decking. The third track led to a coal tipple once part of the Ballantine Building Materials Company. 
Look for the lumber shed’s sliding doors that faced the rail-siding. Closing a few years ago as a result of competition 
by Home Depot, it is now an antique store. On the right you’ll see an abandoned bank that has been converted to the 
Town Tax office with a drive up window. This was the site of the original Long Valley passenger station. One 
business from the railroad days is still operational in this neighborhood, Stefan’s Dairy Supply, which is still a major 
supplier to the region’s farmers. 
4.1 miles:  A skating pond is seen on the left. An inclined ramp to a trail neighbor is seen on the right. 
4.2 miles:  More ties are seen rotting in the woods on the left. 
4.8 miles:  Grade crossing of a private driveway. 
5.0 miles:  Another private grade crossing 
5.2 miles:  Culvert made of two upright stones capped by a cross-piece. Then you come upon a gentle 6-foot cut. 
5.6 miles:  Now you are on a fill about ten feet tall.  
5.7 miles:  On another of the ubiquitous bridges as you cross the river once again. This one is a little different in that 
the abutments are newly pointed with modern cement. 

6.1 miles:  Blue Crest Farm is on the left. 
7.0 miles:  Grade crossing of Middle Valley Road. If there has been any rain lately, this area will be muddy. Across 
the street, you’ll find the Burd Used Car Company where Mr. Burd sells mostly old Fords from the 50s, 60s, and 
70s. At one time, this village was home to a few creameries and was an important dairy shipping center. The Middle 
Valley passenger depot was near here, as was the usual freight station, but both were torn down shortly after World 
War II. 
7.2 miles:  Another bridge of the same construction you’ve seen already, but this one is much longer (200 feet), as 
the trail crosses over the river once again. There is another bridge just ahead that used to span Mallard Cove Road. 
This was a very unusual bridge that had a concrete center pier in the middle of the road. Unfortunately, the bridge 
itself used to be only 7 feet high above the road, permitting access only to cars as no trucks of any kind could clear 
under the peculiar span. It was dismantled in 1975 when the line was shut down. In fact, this was one of the first 
road improvements after the railroad left. The piers are all that remain. 



7.9 miles:  Grade crossing of County Route 513, West Mill Road. Across the street, you’ll see a commercial 
wholesale nursery known as Schubert Farm. In railroad circles this area was also known as Crestmoor where a flag-
stop station stood, which measured only 6 by 12 feet, the smallest on the line. (A flag-stop station was one that 
literally had a flag for passengers to display to the approaching train. Thus alerted, the engineer would stop and take 
on those passengers. Normally there would not be a stop.) As of the fall of 1997, the trail makes a slight detour here 
because the farm has expanded onto the corridor all the way to the next river crossing. To make the detour, take a 
right onto County Route 513. This situation might change by the time this book is published, as Morris County 
Parks Commission is working with the farm’s owners to reestablish the original RoW. 
8.1 miles:  Going past Echo Hill Farms with their little private bridge over the Raritan. Just ahead, you’ll see what is 
everyone’s childhood memory of a haunted house, a large Victorian house in an advanced state of disrepair, 
complete with crookedly hanging shutters and a foreboding stance. 
8.3 miles:  Highway 513 now crosses over the Raritan and then into Hunterdon County. The next left is called 
Vernoy Road and it is where you’ll turn left. 
8.7 miles:  As you go down the hill on Vernoy, you’ll see a lime kiln on the right. Ancient stonework cut into the 
hill fronting a house with four openings that are similar to four fireplaces. The headers on the openings are old 60-
pound rail.  Since this area was a big producer of iron ore; it was logical to have some small businesses set up to 
help supply needed material for processing the ore. Fired lime was used to help purify the ore in the process of 
making iron.  
8.9 miles:  Pass over a small automobile bridge which crosses the Raritan. Adjacent to this is a lovely blue house 
that sits in a perfect setting near the burbling river. The trail will rejoin the road just ahead to the right.  
9.0 miles:  Here is the start of the Hunterdon County section of the trail and this is the site of the former Vernoy 
flag-stop station. Hunterdon County will have some signs you’ll be seeing along the way. The first one is a large 
kiosk type that tells you are in the South Branch Reservation, Hunterdon County Park System, Columbia Trail, 
Tewksbury Township. At the start is a 4 X 4 post about five feet tall which has a 0 on one-side and an 8 on the other 
side, one of the more visible signposts on the Hunterdon County component, placed every ¼ mile from Vernoy to 
High Bridge. 
9.1 miles:  You might find it a little muddy here as you enter a small cut about five feet deep. 
9.3 miles:  Pass over a culvert that is built of the old-style construction with two stones for sides and one as a cap. 
More old ties are still visible here as you get into a residential neighborhood. Vernoy Road is next to you, with trail-
head parking available. 
9.6 miles:  Vernoy Street remains a companion on the right. It drifts slowly away to the right and becomes known as 
Bank Street. 
9.8 miles:  An interesting old stone and stucco house on the left, then a grade crossing that accesses the houses. 
9.9 miles:  Hunterdon County mile-marker which says 1 mile on it. 
10.6 miles:  Here is an old rail-served lumber yard known as Califon Lumber. The gate for the train crew to access 
the site is still intact. 
10.7 miles:  You are now entering the small town of Califon. You come upon a 20-foot bridge over a small stream, 
then the grade crossing of Main Street in Califon.  
 

The restored building on the left, housing the fire department, was the old Waldron’s Creamery which was a rail-
served customer. Milk production on the order of about 15,000 quarts a day was sent out from this shipper. This was 
the most important traffic to originate from this charming community. The creamery ran from the 1910s until 1967, 
spanning three generations of Waldrons. The building is listed on the State and National Register of Historic Places. 
Note the upper-level freight unloading door with its associated jib crane. The Main Street side of the building shows 
signs of having a truck freight door where the main entrance is today. Back in 1976, Califon was the second place in 
the entire state to be recognized by the National and State Registries of Historic Places. The group that organized the 
support for those projects has evolved to become the Califon Historical Society, whose headquarters is in the old 
passenger station just ahead. The Society has published an informative, free brochure that describes a walking tour 
of Califon. A copy can be found at the Califon Book Store on Main Street, 908-832-6686.  
 
This community looks like a snap shot from the early part of the century. It is a living example of a rapidly 
disappearing phenomenon, the small New Jersey town. According to the Califon Historical Society brochure, "no 
one famous ever lived in Califon and nothing of historical importance ever happened here. Yet it is a time capsule of 
the lives of the hardworking men and women, farmers and trades-people who built it." 
 

10.8 miles:  Grade crossing at County Road 512 (also known as Academy Street), with Railroad Street running 
parallel to the trail. The Califon Station is intact and is the only stone passenger station on the branch. It seems that 



the residents of Califon were unhappy with the railroad’s typical wooden station, so the town made an arrangement 
to bring cut-stone to the site and the railroad would construct a more fitting station. Built with a hip-roof providing 
about four feet of overhang, the station has been restored by the Califon Historical Society for their offices, and it 
contains much in the way of local history. (Open on the 1st and 3rd Sunday of the month in the afternoons from May 
through December. Call 908-832-0878 for more information. ) Just past the station is an old wood-working facility 
with a cyclone-type dust collector on the roof. 
11.3 miles:  Grade crossing of an access road which leads to an automobile junk yard. 
11.7 miles:  County sign notes that you are now in Lebanon Township. 
12.0 miles:  Grade crossing of a driveway. The county post mile marker here says you’ve gone three miles from the 
start of the Hunterdon County. 
12. 5 miles:  Grade crossing at Hoffman’s Crossing Road. There was once a flag-stop station located at this site. 
12.7 miles:  A large meadow lies above the trail on the left and the ground falls away to the right as you come into 
the Lockwood Gorge area. 
12.9 miles:  The river is about sixty feet below you on the right and the hillside to the left gets more remote.  
13.0 miles:  Pass by the County marker denoting 4 miles. 
13.5 miles:  You are now at the north end of the high-bridge over the gorge. With deck girder construction with a 
center span, this bridge doesn’t have a good improved deck as of early 1998. Still, with bridge ties and planking, it 
can be crossed but may not be a fun experience for all. Fully enclosed with chain link fencing, but no improved 
treadway, the bridge is about 260 feet long. It should be improved by late 1998. A sign nearby notes that the most 
spectacular wreck in the annals of the High Bridge Branch took place on this gorge bridge between Califon and 
High Bridge on April 18, 1885. Engine # 112 was pulling 45 cars and a caboose when it crashed through the bridge, 
depositing the accumulated mineral wealth of upper Morris County at the bottom of the South Branch of the Raritan 
River. 
13.55 miles:  Site of a former hobo camp on the left is still in-use as evidenced by cooking utensils hanging from the 
tree branches. 
13.6 miles:  Now on the other side of the river, the RoW curves around to the right as you pass through a fairly 
substantial cut. 
13.7 miles:  Steep embankment down to the river which is now 80+ feet below. You are on a shelf with the 
mountain rising above on the right. 
13.8 miles:  Look for the interesting stand of trees on the right growing through some crevices in the rock slide. 
14.2 miles:  A pleasant waterfall on the right is worth a stop to pause, listen and relax. It cascades through the rocks 
for 400 feet. You’re still on the shelf, but now are over 100 feet above the river. 
14.7 miles:  Crossing under some power lines where it might be a little muddy. This is where the pipeline leaves the 
RoW and heads up the hill to the right. You’ll notice the surface changing ahead as the cinder installed by the 
railroad many years ago is intact and undisturbed. 
14.9 miles:  Steep fill as you approach a bridge over Cokesbury Road. This is another bridge with a less than 
desirable treadway. It is constructed with original bridge-ties and is a deck girder type of bridge about 30 feet long. 
15.0 miles:  The trail overlooks one of the oldest Boy Scout Camps in the country, Camp Dill. 
15.1 miles:  Now you’re going through a cut and then quickly you’ll be looking out to the left at Lake Solitude, a 
component of the Raritan River. If you are coming through here in the spring, you might be wondering where all the 
daffodils came from. The local Boy Scouts from High Bridge’s own Troop 149 plant 1,000 bulbs each October, and 
they’ve been at it for six years now. If you are traveling through any other time of year, you will wish you came 
through in the spring. 
15.6 miles:  On a fill over 70 feet tall with a culvert at the base which allows a stream to get to the Raritan. 
15.9 miles:  Into a cut and then a neighborhood is seen on each side above as you have entered the community of 
High Bridge. Thomas Street is the road above. Up until the 1950s, a boxed pony-truss bridge was located here. The 
boxed pony-truss was a cousin of the more conventional covered bridge in that all the supporting trusses were 
encased in wood for weather. 
16.1 miles:  Grade crossing of Mill Street where the neighbors have made the RoW a sort of unofficial street. 
16.2 miles:  The official end of the trail is located at the grade crossing for Main Street. A dedication sign is posted 
at the trail-head. Across the street is public parking for trail-head users. This was the site of the old High Bridge rail 
yard and was upgraded with a crushed stone surface and landscaping in May of 1998. On the left side of the parking 
lot you will see a track curving away to the left. This eventually leads to the New Jersey Transit mainline and station 
at High Bridge where the commuter line heads east towards New York City. 


