
I t was like a scene from Field of Dreams. 
On a recent Saturday, two 19th-century 
ball clubs came back to life for nine more 
innings. The Hoboken Nine and the Eliza-

beth Resolutes—both founded in New Jersey in 
the late 1800s—faced off on a broad makeshift 
diamond at Batsto Village outside Hammonton. 
The players were dressed in bibbed flannel uni-
forms and breeches. The umpire wore a top hat. 
Sports fans lined a split-rail fence to watch ’em 
play in the style of Cy Young: sans catchers’ mitts, 
heavy on the pine tar, with a gentlemanly sports-
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manship that might be difficult to find 
at present-day Lincoln Financial Field.

Suffice it to say a trip to Batsto Vil-
lage is like a journey back in time. And 
that’s not just a cliché—it’s an under-
statement.

Established in 1766 in what is now 
Wharton State Forest, the historic 
mill town was a center of industry for 
more than a century, producing bog 
iron, lumber and glass. The Batsto Iron 
Works turned out cooking pots, tools, 
utensils and other household goods, 
and later outfitted the Continental 
Army with “munitions, camp kettles, 
artillery caissons, wagons and ships,” 
according to an account of the times.

Because of its remote location, the 
community avoided skirmishes be-
tween colonists and redcoats. And to 
this day, Batsto Village feels a world 
away from the hustle, hubbub and 
general frenzy of modern life. 

We traveled there by quiet, two-lane 
country roads that thread pleasantly 
through the Jersey Pinelands. Along 
the way, I literally could feel my pulse 
slow, and when we rounded a bend to 
our destination, I could hear my fam-
ily draw a collective breath.

Prepare to spend most of the day. In 
addition to ongoing special events—
like monthly nighttime “star watches,” 
organized nature walks, bike and car-
riage rides, military reenactments, 
holiday celebrations, and Jersey Devil 
hunts—this is a place to happily get 
lost, for hours.

We were content simply to wan-
der through this picture-perfect set-
ting, over hill and dale and along the 
banks of the rushing Batsto River. We 
stopped to visit many of the approxi-
mately 40 intact historic structures, 
laid out now just as they were 150 years 
ago when this was a working industrial 
town. You can take self-guided tours 
of the saw mill, gristmill, wheelwright 
shop and smithy, along with rows of 
small clapboard houses that were rent-
ed to farm workers of the time for $2  
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a month.
To our surprise, when we entered 

the post office (circa 1852), we found 
that it’s still in operation, one of only 
four post offices in the United States 
with no zip code. Letters are hand can-
celled, said our friendly postmaster 
Paul Purcell. Like the other volunteers 
we met at Batsto Village, Purcell was 
steeped in local history and more than 
happy to share it.

At the center of Batsto Village is the 
sprawling Italianate mansion owned 
first by the Richards family, who op-
erated the Iron Works, then by mil-
lionaire industrialist Joseph Wharton. 
Don’t miss the mansion tour, with its 
fascinating glimpse of 19th-century 
life, upstairs and downstairs. Our 
knowledgeable guide, a young history 
buff named Sean Kane, was so enthu-
siastic that everyone enjoyed the visit, 
including the small child in our group 
and even two leather-clad teenaged 
boys. The tour is just $3 for adults, $1 
for kids ages six to 11, and free for chil-
dren under six.

While there is usually a food truck 
on the grounds of Batsto Village, 
there’s no sit-down restaurant. Pur-
cell recommended we visit the nearby 
Sweetwater Country Cupboard. Great 
suggestion! The tiny roadside res-
taurant, a local staple for 40 years, is 
as spic-and-span and tidy as if it had 
just opened yesterday. Run by the 
mother-and-daughter team of Denise 
and Crystal Masterson, it offers a ba-
sic hearty menu of all-day breakfasts, 
hoagies and wraps, pizza and burgers, 
and the like. It’s also open for dinner 
three nights a week.

For lunch, we had the TJ’s Special, 
a sandwich with marinated chicken, 
roasted red peppers, spinach and sharp 
provolone, grilled on a long roll and 
flattened like a panini. The soup of the 
day was a robust, rich minestrone that 
was simply divine, with just a touch of 
hearty sweetness.

While we enjoyed the food and hos-
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pitality of the Country Cupboard, one of the best parts for me 
was the library! The Mastersons are dedicated readers, and have 
stacked a wall of shelves ceiling-high with books, free for the 
taking, trading, and otherwise passing around.

So as the song says, it’s time to pack up the babies, grab the old 
ladies, leash the dogs and visit Batsto Village, “the historic gem 
at Wharton,” according to John Trontis of the New Jersey State 
Park Service. This is Eden, among 115,000 acres of unspoiled 
woodlands that are so quiet, you can hear each peep of the birds, 
rustle of the leaves, and occasionally, the call of the ump. n
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