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Analysis

Less Young People, More Problems?
By VINCE CONTI

COURT HOUSE - The most recent American 
Community Survey (ACS) data shows Cape 
May County’s median age is 50.1-years-old. 
It also shows a declining population in the 
county, with the total permanent population 
estimated at 93,553 - down from its peak in 
2000, when the population topped 102,000. 

The data also showed a housing unit vacancy 
rate of 60%, the number largely created by the 
high volume of second homes on the island 
communities where many of the vacation 
homes have multiple housing units.

A front page article in the Sept. 11 Herald 
explored the numbers from a county-wide 
perspective. This article will make use of the 
same data, but it will do so by examining the 
county’s 16 municipalities.

Aging
If one starts with a look at the median age 

by municipality, it should not be a surprise 
that many of the island communities, with 
increasing rates of second homes and driving 
up land value, have median ages well above 
the county average.

Four communities have median ages that are 
over 60-years-old. They are Cape May Point, 
68; Avalon, 64.8; Sea Isle City, 62.9; and Stone 
Harbor, 61.4. Each of the four also has housing 
unit vacancy rates above 80%.

The relationship between median age and 
housing unit vacancy is striking. The county 
median age of 50.1 years is surpassed in eight 
of the 16 municipalities: Cape May Point, 
Avalon, Sea Isle City, Stone Harbor, Wildwood 
Crest, West Wildwood, North Wildwood, and 
Ocean City.

These eight are also the only municipalities 
with a vacancy rate above 73%. The commu-
nities also account for almost three quarters 
(73%) of the county’s total assessed valuation.
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Freeholder Actions

Theater May Return to Rio Grande 
By ERIN LEDWON

CREST HAVEN – Freeholders awarded a 
$4.3 million contract to South State, Inc., of 
Bridgeton, Sept. 10 for construction site work 
improvements at the former Kmart, 1127 
Route 47 South in Rio Grande.

Freeholder Will Morey was absent.
Allison Hansen, of the Purchasing Depart-

ment, told freeholders that four bids were 
received, and the one that was chosen came in 
well below the $5.1 million estimate.

Work includes parking lot, sidewalks, curbs, 
pavers, fence, water, sewer, irrigation, fire ser-
vice and landscaping, according to Hansen, “so 
(it is) essentially everything from the outside 

of the building to the perimeter of the site.”
Hansen noted that contract time for comple-

tion is 130 days.
County Counsel Jeffrey Lindsay said Tractor 

Supply would be in the building “before this 
calendar year (ends),” the veterans’ clinic by 
the end of April 2020, and county and state 
offices by Aug. 1, 2020.

He noted that a proposal was received for a 
movie theater. 

If approved, “they (company) want to open 
up a movie theater within 60 days, so we’re 
probably looking at just after the turn of the 
new year, the movie theater would be open,” 
said Lindsay.

Freeholder Director Gerald Thornton said a 

lot of the interior would be completed by the 
private corporations.

“Somewhat,” said Lindsay. “As it (building) 
exists, it’s a large, empty box. We still need 
to do the work to make each unit, essentially 
box it out.”

“As far as all the work inside for their needs, 
they’re doing that themselves, right?” asked 
Thornton.

“Correct,” answered Lindsay.
A public presentation on the project will be 

held Oct. 8 at 5:30 p.m. in the Freeholders 
Meeting Room of the County Administration 
Building, 4 Moore Road, Court House. 
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Did Tubman Ferry Slaves Through Cape May?
By JENNIFER KOPP

CAPE MAY – For those who live here, it’s 
been a puzzle through the years. Did Harriet 
Tubman ferry slaves via the Underground Rail-
road through Cape May? Some say yes, while 
others are skeptical.

Various history books allude to the fact she 
was here working at a hotel during the sum-
mer for at least two years. Others neglect to 
mention Cape May at all. 

Sixteen miles from the Delaware shoreline, 
with the Cape May Lighthouse signaling the 
land to freedom, Tubman was in a strategic 
place.

An escaped slave with a national bounty on 
her head, secrecy was of utmost importance, 
hence very little was said or known of her 
particular whereabouts in Cape May.

Some historians believe she may have lived 
at Mount Zion or Union Bethel, African Amer-
ican settlements in Lower Township. In Jeffrey 
M. Dorwart’s book “Cape May County, New 
Jersey. The Making of an American Resort Com-
munity,” Dorwart writes about Edward Turner, 
an African-American farmer who employed 
members of the Union Bethel community and 
may have assisted Tubman in 1850.

Turner may have been part of Tubman’s 
Underground Railroad, aiding slaves escaping 
Delaware, Maryland, and Virginia.

Through extensive research, the Mullock 
family may have found some definitive truth 
about Tubman’s time here. From their research, 
they believe Tubman worked and lived at the 
Banneker Hotel, which catered to middle-class, 
African-American families. The hotel stood 
next to the Stephen Smith House, 645 Lafay-
ette St., which is a National Historic Landmark.

The Mullocks are leasing the George Howell 
House, the site of the future Harriet Tubman 

Museum. It once served as the parsonage to 
the Macedonia Baptist Church. 

The parsonage was built by Howell in the 
1850s. He donated the lot next door which 
formed the Macedonia Baptist Church. 

A Quaker and strong abolitionist, he also 
sold the property behind his house to the 
City of Cape May, then Cape Island, to build 
the African-American Franklin Street School, 
currently closed but under consideration to 
become the city library.

Located just south of the Mason-Dixon line, 
Cape May was a town where wealthy families 
from the north and south alike had, for years, 

mingled in what’s been known as “the nation’s 
playground.”

Slavery in Cape May County had existed 
since at least 1688, but by the early 1800s, ties 
to the abolition movement became stronger. 
Cape May County was one of the last to declare 
allegiance to either side.

Abolitionists included Joseph Leach, editor 
of the Cape May Wave, who wrote, “We glory 
in the spunk of our ebony friends.” 

According to Tubman’s obituary, which she 
dictated to The Auburn Citizen in Auburn, 
N.Y. before she died, dated March 11, 1913, 
“she (Tubman) established headquarters in 
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Jennifer Kopp 

Freshly painted, the Howell House, after years of neglect, will house the Harriet Tubman Museum.

Harriet Tubman
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