
In 1941, the Federal Government bought 
1,000 acres to use as a staging area for 
troops fighting the War in Europe. It 
was an active Army installation through 
the Korean War. In 1956, it was used as 
America's Reception Center for Hungarians 
seeking freedom from Communist oppression 
A portion of Camp Kilmer was returned to 
use by the township as a park and ball- 
fields. Today, the Sutton/Kilmer Indust­
rial Campus is home to many prestigious 
corporations and is the site of Edison's 
large Kilmer Mail Facility. The New 
Jersey Job Corps Center is also located 
here. The area bears the name of 
Middlesex County's poet-laureat, Joyce 
Kilmer, the author of "Trees."
Sergeant Kilmer was killed in action in 
Europe in World War I.

Edison Twp. Pub. Library 
3 4 0  Plainfield Ave.
Edison, N.J. 08817 WiPERfiNCE

ASK AT DESKCAMP KILMER
P la i n f i e ld  Avenue § K ilm er Road
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By Joseph Kaschak
EDISON -  T he nam e K il­

m er is intricately w oven  into 
the history o f  M iddlesex 
County and Edison.

T he nam e is reflected  in 
nam es given to parks, road­
ways, businesses and an A m e­
rican L egion  post in the area. 
P rior to the use o f  all- 
num erical te lephon e ex ­
changes, m ost E dison  resi­
dents cou ld  reach  their neigh­
bors by dia ling KI5 (K ilm er 5). 
A nd the large U.S. Postal Ser­
v ice  cen ter n ear the K ilm er 
m otor veh icle  inspection  sta­
tion is ca lled  the K ilm er Gen­
eral Mail Facility.

In fact, those tw o buildings 
occu py  land w hich  on ce  was 
part o f  the sprawling U.S. 
Arm y Cam p Kilm er.

Students w ho had to  m em o­
rize the poem  “T rees”  w ill re ­
call that it and several others 
w ere  written by N ew  Bruns­
w ick  native Joyce Kilm er. It is 
for  him  that all these bu ild ­
ings, businesses, parks and or­
ganizations ow e their names.

O f alm ost equal interest is 
how  Joyce K ilm er cam e to 
bear his name. T he son o f  
F red erick  Barnett K ilm er and 
A nnie K ilb u m  Kilm er, young 
Joyce was baptized in  Christ 
Church, N ew  Brunswick, on  
D ecem ber 28, 1886, by  the 
Rev. Elisha B rooks Joyce, and 
on e  o f  the baby ’s sponsors was 
the Rev. A lfred  R. Taylor, the 
curate o f  Christ Church.

It w as after them  that K il­
m er was baptized A lfred  Joyce 
Kilm er. F rom  early ch ildhood , 
he was referred  to  as Joyce, 
and he later “ d iscard ed”  his 
first nam e, Alfred.

K ilm er w as b o m  on  Codw ise 
A venue — now  Joyce K ilm er 
A venue — in N ew  Brunswick. 
T he h om e still stands at 17 
Joyce K ilm er and serves as a 
museum.

K ilm er attended Rutgers 
Preparatory School and, later, 
Rutgers University. T h ere he 
was an associate ed itor  o f  T he 
Targum and w rote som e 
p ieces fo r  the R ed  Cross Mes­
senger arid R ed  Cross Notes. 
T he latter tw o publications 
w ere  printed by Johnson & 
Johnson, for  w hich  K ilm er’s 
father w orked  as a chem ist

T he e ld e r  K ilm er w as head 
o f  Johnson & Johnson ’s scien ­
tific departm ent, and he is 
cred ited  with develop in g  
Johnson  & Johnson ’s Baby 
P ow der and the adhesives 
used for  Band-A id bandages.

K ilm er attended Colum bia 
University after traveling with 
the fam ily in  E urope and 
graduated in June 1908 with a 
ba ch elor ’s degree.

H e and h is w ife, A line Mur­
ray Kilm er, w hom  h e m et 
w hile they w ere  attending 
Rutgers Prep, w ere  m arried  at 
S t Luke’s E piscopal Church in 
M etuchen the m onth he gradu­
ated. She, too, published 
works o f  poetry, and the cou ­
p le  had tw o ch ildren  — a boy, 
K enton, in 1909 and a girl, 
R ose  K ilbum , in 1912.

K ilm er held a teach ing posi­
tion  at M orristown High 
Sch ool until 1909 w hen  he 
w ent to  w ork  for  the N ew  
Y ork  Tim es. T h ere  he w rote 
b o o k  review s and w orked on  
the Sunday M agazine section  
until h e  left fo r  serv ice  in  the 
U.S. Arm y in August 1917. H e 
served with the 165th Infantry, 
part o f  the fam ous 43rd or  
“ R a in bow  D ivision.”

W hile he was serving in 
F ran ce  in M arch 1918, K ilm er 
w as prom oted  to sergean t H e 
was killed in  action  on  July 30, 
1918, in the Battle o f  Chateau- 
Thierry, France. K ilm er was 
bu ried  in a military cem etery  
at F ereen -T arden ois , France.

W orld  W ar II necessitated 
the rapid  establishm ent o f  an 
A rm y installation in the east 
so that troops cou ld  be  p ro­
cessed  and dep loyed  to the

5 million soldiers stopped
in Edison en route to Europe 
during Second World War

New Brunswick native and famous poet Joyce Kilmer was 
quite familiar with the Metuchen-Edison area. After all, he was 
married to Arline Murray in St. Luke’s Episcopal Church, Met-

,0 uchen. He later became a soldier and went to fight on French 
soil in World War I.

European Theater o f Opera- and Nellie Potts “always invite
tions, and land was acquired soldiers (from Camp Kilmer)
in Edison and Piscataway for home for supper.”
the purpose o f building such a Mrs. Smith’s husband, Nel- 
facility. son, and she met during the

The land was primarily war when he was stationed at 
farmland, vacant acreage and Kilmer awaiting orders to be 
a poor farm, and it took 11,400 sent overseas, 
civilians four months to trans- -q came to church one day,” 
form it into Camp Kilmer. Re- Nelson said, “and this girl
ports indicate that the camp caught my attention. She was
consisted o f 1,100 buildings, trying to shoo a pigeon from
“row upon row o f wooden two- the windowsill. After the ser-
story barracks, a 1,600-bed viCe, she invited me and my
hospital, a ‘PX’ (post ex- buddy home for supper.” 
change), chapels and a large “Mother and other families 
garbage incinerator. were always inviting soldiers

Many local histories credit home,” said Mrs. Smith. “My
Joyce Kilmer American Le- mom would invite four at a
gion Post 25 with having the time when we on]y had one
post named after the famous chicken”
poet Opposition was voiced by The report continues that 
the Army because, until that Smith was away for three
time, no Army installation had “sustained through the
been named for an enlisted war by the frequent letters
man, but the post prevailed and spiritual tracts sent by
and Camp Kilmer officially Nellie Potts> who wrote faith.
opened in 1942. fully to all the servicemen she

It served as a staging area knew 0r had heard about” 
for nearly 5 million soldiers Smith returned to Edison af- 
departmg for European and ter his Army “hitch” to many
for those returning to the that “young girl who caught
states- his attention.”

It should be noted that the An are still very active mem- 
camp also served as the set- bers o f the stelton Baptist
ting for approximately 2,000 church, Plainfield Avenue,
weddings per year for the and all will attest to the im-
many soldiers who passed pact that Camp Kilmer had on
through Kilmer. their lives and the lives o f res-

A  recently published ac- idents o f the township,
count o f the history o f Edison’s Pre-existing the establish- 
Stelton Baptist Church tells ment o f Camp Kilmer was the
that Ruth Smith, who served Smalley family cemetery. The
as chairwoman o f the church’s Smalleys were among the orig-
1989 tercentennial celebration, inal settlers o f the Piscataway-
would along with her family Edison area, and their ceme­

tery lies within the borders o f  
Cam p K ilm er and to this day 
serves as a link and rem in der 
o f  the con n ection  betw een  the 
cam p and the community.

Cam p K ilm er w as deacti­
vated in 1949, but it w as not 
the end o f  the cam p.

In 1956, it becam e tem po­
rary h om e fo r  m ore than 
40,000 H ungarian refugees 
w ho fled  the com m unists dur­
ing the H ungarian revolution. 
H istories re flect that this 
p ro ject was du bbed  “P ro ject 
M ercy” and that Cam p K ilm er 
was nicknam ed “ Cam p M ercy” 
during the period , and the 
m ess hall was “ geared to  serve 
1,500 m eals at a setting.”

Just as rapid ly  as the cam p 
w as m ade A m erica ’s R e ce p ­
tion Center, it w as deactivated 
in M ay 1957, and m any o f  the 
refugees settled in E dison  and 
throughout the M iddlesex 
County area.

P resident Johnson ’s “ G reat 
Society”  began  to  take shape 
in 1965, and in June o f  that 
year, V ice  P resident H ubert 
H um phrey visited the deacti­
vated m ilitary installation to 
reactivate a large portion  o f  it 
as the K ilm er Job  Corps Cen­
ter. T here, young m en  w ere  
trained in  vocational program s 
to enable  them  to  obtain  em ­
p loym en t T o  this day, the K il­
m er (now  ca lled  E dison) J ob  
Corps trains m en, and now  
wom en.

H ow ever, this is not the en d  
o f  the Cam p K ilm er story. In 
the mid-1960s, Rutgers U niver­
sity w as the recip ien t o f  549 
acres o f  the form er m ilitary 
post fo r  w hat w as to  b e co m e  
Livingston College.

E d ison  itse lf rece ived  149 
acres in  the railroad site area. 
K ilm er Park is part o f  that 
acreage, and it w as given  to  
the tow nship during cerem o­
n ies attended b y  Ju lie  N ixon  
E isenhow er. T he E dison  Ag- 
nels softball fie ld  also is lo ­
cated on  form er Cam p K ilm er 
land.

W hat is n ow  the E dison  
train station was part o f  a  sys­
tem  o f  spurs and sw itches fo r  
the passenger and freight rail- 
cars w hich  serv iced  Cam p K il­
m er during the war. T he site 
o f  the tow nship ’s m unicipal 
com plex  and Lake Papaianni 
w ere o n ce  an area w hich  was 
o ccu p ied  by  what best can  b e  
d escribed  as a large “jugh- 
andle”  fo r  the troop  trains 
com ing from  the south to  gain 
access to  h e  bustling Cam p 
K ilm er o f  the 1940s.

Today, m uch o f  the land 
w hich  w as Cam p K ilm er is a 
large industrial park  and 
h om e to the Piscataway cam ­
pus o f  the M iddlesex  County 
V ocational-T echn ical Sch ool 
System. M any Rutgers and 
Livingston C ollege o ffices  and 
classroom s today occu p y  old  
arm y buildings and land.

H eadquarters o f  the 78th 
D ivision, N ational Guard, the 
Sgt Joyce  K ilm er U.S. A rm y 
R eserve Center still serves as 
con crete  rem inders o f  the 
on ce  busy arm y installation 
w hich  has ad ded  m uch rich ­
ness to local history.

Plans are be in g  form ulated 
b y  the A rm y and N ational 
Guard fo r  a m useum  o n  the 
site not on ly to  ch ron icle  and 
preserve the m ilitary h istoiy  
o f  the activities ov er  the years 
there, but to  sh ed  further light 
on  the im pact that the m en 
and w om en  w ho served there 
had on  the m en  and w om en, 
like N ellie  Potts and the N el­
son  Smiths, w h o lived in  the 
area around Cam p K ilm er.

Joseph Kaschak, a U.S. Army 
veteran, is a member of the Edi­
son Township Historical Society 
and the Hopelavm Veterans of 
Foreign Wars. This article is 
one in a series written by soci­
ety members for the Metuchen- 
Edison Review on the history of 
the area.
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Kilmer: Soldiers, Refugees, Students Know It Well
EDISON -  Thousands of 

soldiers, refugees and students 
have poured through the gates 
of Camp Kilmer, a site where 
men have prepared for global 
warfare, regrouped forces 
after fleeting Communist op­
pression, and learned skills in 
the nation’s short-lived war 
against poverty.

Relative newcomers to 
Edison and Middlesex County 
associate Camp Kilmer with 
the now-defunct Job Corps, 
one segment of the Johnson 
Administration’s controversial 
War on Poverty which was 
phased out last year by 
President Nixon and replaced 
with a Job Skill Center.

But old timers, or those who 
have lived here for at least 28 
years, remember the camp 
bustling with military activity 
not long after it sprouted from 
dust in four short months, 
built by some 11,400 civilians 
soon after U.S. entry into
World War II.

Officially opened in 1942, the 
military installation served as 
a staging area for some
4,220,848 soldiers embarking 
for Europe’s war theater or 
returning stateside. More than 
20 divisions passed through 
the facility.

Joyce Kilmer Post 25, 
American Legion, in New
Brunswick played a strong
role in getting the installation 
named after the New Bruns­
wick - born poet who was 
killed during World War I.

Kilmer, a sergeant, died in 
France during the Second

Battle of the Marne, July 30, 
1918.

The post was the first such 
installation ever named after 
a non-commissioned officer. 
Kilmer enlisted as a private in 
the Seventh Regiment of the 
Rainbow Division.

The Army acquired the post 
site, former farmlands which 
s t r a d d l e  Edison and 
Piscataway T o w n s h i p s ,  
totalling 1,548 acres for 
$479,532. Piscataway records 
show that the area of that 
township purchased had been 
the poor farm for more than a 
century.

Parts of the land had 
belonged to the Smalley 
family whose roots reach back 
into the pioneering days of 
colonial America of the 1660s.

Still standing on the camp 
grounds is the burial plot of 
the Smalley, family, containing 
the grave o f , John Smalley. 
The family name is listed 
among the original members 
of the Baptist Church of 
Piscataway and on a 1679 list 
of settlers.

Camp Kilmer was officially 
deactivated in 1949, but the 
outbreak of hostilities in 
Korea the next year put the 
camp back in operation as a 
replacement depot a n d  
separation center.

The camp returned to an 
“ inactive”  state by 1955 and, 
except for serving a few di­
verse functions in the inter­
vening years, retained that 
status until the inception of 
Jop Corps.

Among the most notable was 
“ Operation Mercy,”  a move in 
the mid-1950s to feed and 
shelter some 32,000 Hungarian 
refugees who fled to the 
United States following the 
bloody Hungarian Revolution 
against Soviet Union troops in 
1956.

At Kilmer the refugees were 
provided with health and 
welfare services until they 
found permanent settlement in 
this country.

By this time most of the 
installation’s 120 buildings 
were sealed in mothballs. The 
1277th Service Unit Caretaking 
Detachment was established 
to maintain the post on a 
caretaker basis.

In 1956, the International 
Terminal Operating Co. leased 
warehouse buildings at Kilmer

The camp returned to an 
“ inactive”  state by 1955 and, 
except for serving a few 
under a cross-service agree­
ment. The firm at that time 
subcontracted for Western 
Electric Co., a, prime con­
tractor for the Air Force in 
connection with the Air Force 
Defense Early W a r n i n g  
System in the Arctic region.

Kilmer also saw its share of 
reserve officer training when 
the installation became head­
quarters for the Second U.S. 
Army Corps (Reserve which 
had responsibility for all 
Army Reserve and Reserve 
Officer Training C o r p s  
(ROTC) activities in New 
York and New Jersey. The 
Reserve Corps. 78th Division 
followed and established itself 
at Kilmer a few months later.

During the next year, the 
Combined Field Maintenance 
Shop which serviced missile 
sites in Northern New Jersey 
and Southern New York State 
was completed. The shop fell 
under the jurisdiction of Fort 
Dix.

Still another exodus of 
military personnel occurred in 
1963, after the Army Corps of 
Engineers declared t h e  
acreage as excess property 
and earmarked it for disposal 
by the General Services 
Administration. The Army had 
decided on the shut down 
because the camp’s limited 
acreage made it unsuitable as 
a training center for combat 
troops.

The Army’s d e c i s i o n  
prompted Rutgers University 
and Edison and Piscataway 
Townships to put in requests 
for the land for use in campus 
expansion and industrial 
development, respectively.

Today, Livingston College, 
Rutgers University’s new $17 
million liberal arts college 
occupies some 540 acres of the 
former camp grounds in the 
Piscataway. area.

Some of the old warehouses 
are still i-i use, but the 
university tore down an 
estimated 40 per cent of the 
buildings for the new college

which opened its doors for the 
first time last September.

Another portion of the camp 
has undergone a drastic 
transformation and now sup­
ports a light industrial park 
containing buildings worth in 
excess of $5 million. Purchas­
ed by Sutton Industries of 
Union in late 1968, the 250-acre 
park is the new home of 
Kaiser A l u m i n u m  and 
Chemical Sales, which is 
housed in a 140,000 square foot 
building and the American 
Can Co., which occupies a 
170,000 square foot building. 
Construction is underway for 
three more buildings, one of 
which will house National In­
dustries, a Louisville, Ken­
tucky-based conglomerate.

Still another part of the 
camp grounds have been 
utilized for e d u c a t i o n a l  
purposes in the past four 
years, first with the vocational 
training program in the

Johnsonl Administration’s Job 
Corps at A more recently with 
the GOPjeounterpart, the New 
Jersey I esidential Manpower 
Center.

Both tie now-defunct Job 
Corps, fi st opened in 1966 and 
phased lit last year, and the 
Manpow :r program are 
completely federally funded. 
But unlike its federally- 
operated predecessor, Man­
power c 'mes under the sole 
jurisdict on of New Jersey’s 
Department of Education, and 
only, state residents are eligi­
ble for this training.

Under the Job Corps, 
youths, most of them high 
school dropouts with no skills, 
came frim all parts of the 
country : or vocational training 
and renedial work which 
usually led to high school 
equivalency diplomas for 
those wlo competed the work 
and pass jd the exam.

Money are provided by the

Department of Labor to 
provide training for some 350 
youths between 16 and 22 
years. Courses are offered in 
police cadet t r a i n i n g ,  
transportation (trucking and 
warehousing), food service, 
auto body and mechanics, 
welding, printing shop and 
electronics.

The military operations 
which once monopolized the 
entire tract of land off Plain- 
field Avenue have been pared 
down, and only the 78th 
Division now remains, along 
with the Army Support Ac­
tivity. fo r  N ike bases in the
New York, New Jersey and 
P e n n s y l v a n i a  a r e a .  
Government controlled lands 
are now down to about 100 

acres.
Although the camp no longer 

serves as a training ground 
for reserve troops, the 
installation is used as a 
reserve clearing center.

This detachment w a s  
charged with the duty of 
providing maintenance for 
family quarters for military 
personnel, repair and utility 
service for anti-aircraft 
artillery units assigned to 
Kilmer and support for Army 
Reserve unit t r a i n i n g  
exercises.

Joining the caretaker unit in 
1955 was the Headquarters 
483rd AAA Missile Battalion 
which moved to Kilmer along 
with the First Army Engineer 
Field Maintenance Shop which 
was transferred from Fort 
Dix.
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PREFACE
Joyce Kilmer spent twenty of his thirty-one years in New Brunswick,

His wife was from Metuchen and he was married there. It is fitting that the 
Middlesex County Cultural and Heritage Commission takes notice of this impor­
tant American poet and hero.

There are many reminders of him in the area: Joyce Kilmer Avenue (renamed 
in 1961 from Codwise Avenue), Joyce Kilmer Park, Camp Kilmer, the Kilmer Postal 
Facility, Joyce Kilmer American Legion Post No. 25, a former telephone exchange 
Kilmer and several business enterprises using the name. In Western North Caro­
lina there is a Joyce Kilmer Memorial Forest. In Brooklyn there is a Joyce Kilmer 
Square.

The seventy-fifth anniversary of Kilmer’s birth was observed in New Brunswick 
on December 6, 1961 by the local American Legion post and the one-hundredth 
anniversary was celebrated in 1986.

It is hoped that this booklet may serve to enlighten those who may read it 
concerning Joyce Kilmer’s life and place in literature.

Richard G. Durnin

Richard G. Durnin served as the Middlesex County Historian and as a 
Cultural and Heritage Commissioner for 19 years, retiring in 1995.

Edison Twp. Public Library 
340 Plainfield Ave, 
Edison, NJ 0881T



Rutgers Preparatory School 
Com er o f  Somerset Street and C ollege A venue. 
Kilm er went to school here from  1894 to  1904.



JOYCE KILMER AND NEW BRUNSWICK, NEW JERSEY 

BIRTH , FAMILY AND CHILDHOOD.

The year 1986 marks the centennial of the birth of Alfred Joyce 
Kilmer, American poet, essayist, editor and World War I casualty. 
Kilmer was born on December 6, 1886 in the central New Jersey 
college and manufacturing city of New Brunswick, the county seat 
of Middlesex County. His parents were Frederick Barnett Kilmer 
(1851-1934) and Annie Kilburn Kilmer ( c . 1851-1932). The family 
lived in a two and one-half story frame house at 17 Codwise Avenue, 
now known as Joyce Kilmer Avenue. Joyce was born in the front up­
stairs bedroom in this house.

The Kilmer family had moved to New Brunswick from Binghamton, 
New York in the 1880s. Dr. Kilmer was a chemist by profession and 
had an establishment in New Brunswick for a few years before he 
joined the new Johnson & Johnson Company (established 1886), manu­
facturers of surgical supplies, in 1889. At J&J he became head of the 
Scientific Department where research was carried on, and he is credi­
ted with developing the famous J&J baby powder.

The Kilmers were communicants at the parish of Christ Church (es­
tablished 1742) in downtown New Brunswick. Young Joyce was bap­
tised at the church on December 28, 1886 by the rector, the Reverend 
Elisha Brooks Joyce. The sponsors were listed as the Reverend Al­
fred R. Taylor, the curate, Anda F. Kilmer, the baby’s older brother 
and a Mrs. R. Blauvelt. The child was named Alfred Joyce Kilmer, 
his first name coming from the first name of the parish curate, and 
his middle name from that of the last name of the rector. He later 
came to be known as Joyce Kilmer, discarding his first name.

Joyce was the fourth and last child born to this couple. Two of the 
earlier children, Ellen Annie Kilmer (1874-1875) and Charles Willough­
by Kilmer (1880^1880), had died as infants, and his older brother, 
Anda Frederick Kilmer (born 1873), died in 1899 at the age of twenty 
six. So Joyce Kilmer was an only child from the age of twelve, and he 
was, consequently, a much favored youngster.

RUTGERS PREPARATORY SCHOOL.

Elementary schooling for young Joyce began in 1894, at the age of 
seven, when he entered the lower school o f the Rutgers Preparatory





School, then located at the southwest corner of Somerset Street and 
College Avenue. The walk to school was a short one as the Kilmer 
family had moved from Codwise Avenue to 147 College Avenue, near 
the college, in 1892.

This old institution, having begun as Queen's College Grammar 
School in 1766, was under the headmastership of Eliot R. Payson, a 
distinguished New Jersey educator. Payson's progressive leadership 
had extended coeducation (which had begun earlier at the primary 
level) through the secondary grades.

Joyce was at home during the school year 1895-1896. His experience 
with the world outside New Jersey and the United States was greatly 
expanded when he travelled to England with his parents in 1899 when 
he was twelve. He went again to England, with his mother, in the 
summer of 1903, the year before he was graduated from the Rutgers 
Preparatory School.

He read widely as a child and his poetry writing began then. He 
disliked the study of arithmetic and geography, had trouble with 
Greek, and never took an interest in chemistry, his father's profess­
ion. But he won a prize for public speaking, was editor of the A rgo, 
a literary monthly, where some of his earliest writing appeared, was 
a member of Delta Theta fraternity and served as president of his class. 
It is interesting to note that as early as age fourteen he signed his 
name "A. Joyce Kilmer," and a 1903 history examination paper is sign­
ed "Joyce Kilmer." He was graduated in 1904 when he was seventeen.

His school has had good reason to remember him, aside from his 
national fame, as he wrote "Down Where the Raritan is Flowing" (sung 
to the tune of "The Old Folks at Home") and "Football Song" (sung to 
the tune of "The Battle Hymn of the Republic"). His mother gave $500 
for the establishment of a "Joyce Kilmer English Prize," in his memory, 
in 1929.

RUTGERS COLLEGE YEARS.

Joyce Kilmer entered Rutgers College in the fall of 1904, and his 
two-year stay there coincided with the last year of Dr. Austin Scott's 
presidency (he resigned in June 1905) and the first year of the long 
service of Dr. William H.S. Demarest (who served as Acting President 
during 1905-1906). It was a relatively small institution with about 
eighty or so students in an entering class and about 240 in the entire 
student body.



Christ Episcopal Church, New Brunswick,
N ew Jersey, where Joyce Kilm er was baptised and where he attended during his New Brunswick years. 

The Joyce K ilm er m em orial tree is in the foreground.



The Kilmer family home, at 147 College Avenue, was only a block 
away from the campus. The house stood on the east side of the street 
and was taken down in the fall of 1960 to make room for the new 
college commons.

Kilmer was a reporter and later associate editor of The Tar gum, the 
college newspaper. During his Rutgers years he contributed some 
pieces to Red Cross Notes and the Red Cross Messenger, publications 
of the Johnson & Johnson Company. At Rutgers he was listed as 
" A. J. Kilmer."

In those years it seems that a student had to pass the entire year's 
course of study in order to progress to the next year's class. Joyce 
had trouble with mathematics, and it was required that he repeat the 
sophomore year. He and his parents were very much opposed to this 
policy so he transferred to Columbia College,in New York City, where 
he was permitted to enter the junior class.

COLUMBIA COLLEGE.

Dr. Nicholas Murray Butler was the president of Columbia during 
Joyce Kilmer's two years there. If Kilmer took work in English and 
literature, as is likely, he probably would have known such famous 
professors as Brander Matthews and George Rice Carpenter. John 
Dewey, the famous American philosopher, was on the faculty, but it 
is not known whether Kilmer had contact with him.

At Columbia Kilmer served as associate editor of The Spectator, the 
college newspaper, and was a member of Delta Upsilon fraternity and 
the Philolexian Society. He won the Curtis and Philolexian Medal 
(public speaking) and the Springern Belles Lettres contest. He was 
graduated in June of 1908 with the degree of Bachelor of Arts.

JOYCE KILMER AND CHRIST CHURCH, NEW BRUNSWICK.

As was mentioned earlier, Joyce Kilmer's baptism took place at Christ 
Church twenty-two days after his birth, and he was named after the 
curate and rector of the parish. He was an active communicant of the 
church during his New Brunswick years.

In 1904, at the age of eighteen, he became a lay reader at services. 
About this time he attended a religious retreat at Holy Cross (Anglican) 
Monastery, up the Hudson River, at West Park, New York. Without 
doubt, he was a young man of deep spiritual orientation. He gave his
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mother the gift of a rosary in 1907. She has written that he once had 
an interest in entering the ministry of the Episcopal Church.

Joyce Kilmer can be said to have been identified with "high church­
man ship ," that is, ritual and emphasis on the Eucharist that were more 
closely associated with Anglo-Catholic or Roman Catholic practices.
Christ Church in New Brunswick, like many Episcopal parishes of the 
time, was no doubt a "low church," one that had a minimum of ritual. 
Kilmer referred to himself as having been a "ritualistic Anglican," in 
a letter written July 14, 1914 to the Reverend James Daley, S.J.
Kilmer's interest in the Gaelic heritage and Irish nationalism brought 
him close to Roman Catholicism.

Joyce Kilmer and his wife, Aline (Murray) Kilmer, whom he married 
at St. Luke's Episcopal Church, Metuchen, in June of 1908, became 
members of the Roman Catholic Church at the Church of St. Paul the 
Apostle, New York City, on November 5, 1913.

Frederick Kilmer, the poet's father, served as People's Warden at 
Christ Church from 1926 to his death in 1934. A tree in the southeast 
corner of the churchyard, said to have been planted by Dr. Kilmer in 
the 1930s, still stands in memory of Joyce Kilmer.

HIS CAREER.

Joyce Kilmer's wife Aline (Murray) Kilmer (1888-1941) had been a 
classmate at Rutgers Preparatory School and she was later graduated 
from the Vail-Dean School, Elizabeth, in 1907. She, too, had interest 
and ability in poetry. Seven published works from her pen appeared 
over the years.

Kilmer's first position was as a teacher of English and Latin at Morris­
town High School where he spent the academic year 1908-1909. He did 
some writing and had some poems published in magazines during the 
year.

In June of 1909 he left Morristown High School for a position at 
Charles Scribner's book store in New York City where he worked for 
two weeks. In the summer of 1909 he went to Funk and Wagnalls Pub­
lishing Company to work on the preparation of the Standard Dictionary. 
He remained there until September of 1912 when he became editor of 
The Churchman, an Episcopal Church weekly.

In May of 1913 he went to the New York Times where he worked on



the Sunday magazine section and wrote some book reviews. There 
were two children, Kenton (born 1909) and Rose Kilburn (born 1912), 
and the family lived in Mahwah, New Jersey, in a house built for them 
in 1911. The Erie Railroad provided convenient commuter service to 
work in New York City. He remained at the Times until his departure 
for army service in August 1917.

During the winter term of 1916-1917, Kilmer gave a course in "news­
paper verse" in the Department of Journalism, New York University, 
and he was said by a former student to have been "a stimulating and 
constructive teacher."

SERVICE IN WORLD WAR I .

World War I had begun between Austria and Serbia in July of 1914.
In August of that year Germany, Russia, France and Great Britain be­
came involved. The entry of the United States into the European con­
flict came on April 6, 1917.

Joyce Kilmer had joined the 7th Regiment, New York National Guard, 
in April of 1914. He enlisted in the regular army in August of 1917, 
and was with the 165th Infantry, part of the famous 43rd or "Rainbow 
Division."

His last visit to New Brunswick was on September 10, 1917 when he 
brought for burial the body of his five-year old daughter, Rose Kilburn 
Kilmer. She had been stricken with poliomyelitis in July of 1913, before 
she was one year of age. The Kilmers were then living in Larchmont, 
New York. Joyce left for training at Camp Mills, Long Island, New York 
in September of 1917.

Very soon afterwards, in October of 1917, he was off for service in 
France. Promotion to the rank of sergeant came in March of 1918.

Joyce Kilmer was killed in action on July 30, 1918 in the Battle of 
Chateau Thierry, France. He is buried in a military cemetery at Fere- 
en-Tardenois. A posthumous award of the Croix de Guerre was award­
ed by the French government. His obituary appeared in the New York 
Times of August 18, 1918.

He left his widow and four children, Kenton (now living in Vienna, 
Virginia), Deborah (now Sister Michael at a Benedictine convent in 
St. Joseph, Minnesota), Christopher and Michael (both of whom have 
died). His wife, Aline (Murray) Kilmer, died in Stillwater, New Jersey 
on October 1, 1941.



Drawing o f  the K ilm er oak tree by Joan Labun, New Brunswick, 1984. Tree was located  near the 
Rutgers Labor Education Center, ju st south o f  Douglass College. Tree was taken down in Septem ber 1963.



THE KILMER OAK.

The poem "Trees," appearing first in 1913, soon identified Kilmer 
with the arboreal. The poem was set to music in 1922 and it became 
a popular vocal recital piece as well as a song sung by school children.

Kilmer's father wrote to teachers and pupils of the Joyce Kilmer 
School, Chicago, on December 2, 1932, saying that the poem "Trees" 
was "the exaltation of a commonplace tree in his backyard."

Nevertheless, the old seventy-foot high oak tree, located at the 
Rutgers Agricultural School (later the location of the Labor Education 
Center, southeast of Douglass College), became known as the "Kilmer 
Oak." This was the tree said by many to have inspired the poet. The 
tree, thought to be 300 years old, was dying and was cut down in 
September of 1963.

JOYCE KILMER AS A POET.

Six published volumes appeared during his lifetime (see PUBLISHED 
WORK OF JOYCE KILMER at end of booklet). Some of these works were 
reprinted. Most of his poems appeared in literary journals and were 
gathered for publication in volumes. Kilmer was a poet, essayist and 
the author of one play, "Some Mischief Still."

His early death at age thirty one has left us only a relatively small 
collection of work. Poets, along with other literary figures, often en­
joy many productive years, and sometimes their most distinguished work 
appears at a mature age. Would Joyce Kilmer have continued to be pro­
ductive, and would his prose and poetry have received increasingly 
favorable critical acceptance as the years moved on?

"Trees" was the poem that early established the reputation of Kilmer. 
Many school children since the 1920s have heard it, learned it and sung 
it, often at Arbor Day exercises in April.

The poetry of Joyce Kilmer reflected the scenes and people who made 
up his world. He was sentimental and romantic. Poetry in America under­
went great changes in the twentieth century, beginning even before his 
death. The sentimentality and romanticism of the "household poets," 
Longfellow, Whittier, J.R.  Lowell and O.W. Holmes, gave way to different 
language styles, mood and subject matter. Joyce Kilmer's poetry reflec­
ted these older models.

He was the first widely recognized American Roman Catholic poet.
Here he received acclaim and appeared in the literary anthologies used
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by Joyce Kilmer 
I think that I shall never see

A poem lovely as a tree.
A tree whose hungry'mouth is pressed

Against the earth’s sweet flowing breast: 
A tree that looks at God all day

And lifts her leafy arms to pray;
A tree that may in summer wear

A nest of robins in her hair;
Upon whose bosom snow has lain;

Who intimately lives with rain.
Poems are made by fools like me,

But only God can make a tree., .

Printed by permission of the copyright owner Jerry Vogel Music Co., Inc., New York, NY



The birthplace ofJ oyce K ilm er in New Brunswick, N ew Jersey.



in the church schools. As a review of a recent work on the American 
Roman Catholic experience pointed out, members of that prominent 
denomination had made only modest contribution to the intellectual life 
of the nation in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Then 
appeared Joyce Kilmer's writings.

Joyce Kilmer began to write poetry at an early age. A scrapbook 
in the Rutgers University Library contains poems written each school 
year on the occasion of his mother's birthday. A later one, written in 
August 1911, mentioned the recent coronation of King George V:

"We in this sea-severed nation,
Share with England our elation."

From another poem in the scrapbook:
"They say that life is a highway and the milestones are the years.
And now and then there is a tollgate where you buy your way

with tears."
An editorial on Joyce Kilmer appeared in the New York Times of 

Sunday, August 25, 1918:
"His was a fine career- and his country and his country's
literature are not apt to forget him."

THE JOYCE KILMER HOUSE.

The house in which Joyce Kilmer was born, at 17 Joyce Kilmer Aven­
ue, in New Brunswick, is a two and one-half story building known as 
vernacular Greek revival, a type of residential architecture found in 
New Brunswick dating from the late 1830s to the 1860s. The oldest part 
of the building was a Dutch farmhouse built about 1780. The structure 
facing the street is an addition dating from about 1839. The Kilmer 
family acquired the property in 1886 and retained ownership until 1903 
although they had moved to the College Avenue house in 1892. The 
property changed hands several times over the years.

The local American Legion Post No. 25, having a great interest and 
strong emotional ties to a fellow World War I soldier and casualty, pur­
chased the house in 1929 for $4,600 for use as their headquarters.
The formal dedication took place on July 4, 1930. In the afternoon of 
that day, the Reverend Herbert Parrish, rector of Christ Church, dedi­
cated the upstairs front bedroom as the "Joyce Kilmer Shrine."
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The Joyce Kilmer Post No. 25, American Legion, used the building 
for many years, but as the "age of vandalism" began to move in, un­
attended buildings were extremely vulnerable and the organization 
found that it could no longer keep up with the damage. The house was 
sold to the state of New Jersey, the purchase being authorized in 1967 
and the final purchase in October of 1969 for $24,000. There had been 
discussion of the destruction of the place in 1965. The state purchase 
saved the house. The Legion Post continued to use and maintain the 
building until 1972.

In 1973 the Joyce Kilmer Birthplace Association, a non-profit group, 
was organized and invited membership and activity. The late Kenneth 
Q . Jennings, journalist, professor and city historian, acted as the spear­
head in the restoration of the Kilmer house. The association leased the 
building from the state and some restoration work took place. Members 
of the New Jersey Arborists were active in the association. A Joyce 
Kilmer Poetry Center was located in the building. Money for the restor­
ation came from state and local funds and it was completed in 1978. The 
illness and later death of Mr. Jennings removed him from a leadership 
position and the association became inactive.

The city of New Brunswick took lease of the building on September 1, 
1983. The "Dial-a-Ride" project, operated by the city for the elderly, 
occupies the first floor. A tenant is on the second floor, but the bed­
room where Joyce Kilmer was born is preserved.

With the approach of the Joyce Kilmer Centennial, Dr. Harvey J. 
Brudner of Highland Park called together a group of interested people 
and the first meeting was held in the house on January 9, 1986.



PUBLISHED WORK OF JOYCE KILMER

A Summer of Love.
New York: Baker and Taylor, 1911.
New York: Doubleday, Page and Company, 1911.

Kilmer's first book. It is made up of sentimental poems from his 
early years, many of which had been published in newspapers and 
magazines.

Trees and Other Poems.
New York: George H. Doran Company, 1914.
London: Duckworth, 1941.

The poem "Trees" made him famous. It was written while he was 
living at Mahwah and it first appeared in Poetry magazine for August 
1913.

The Circus, and Other Essays.
New York: Lawrence J. Gomme, 1916.
New York: George H. Doran Company, 1921.
Port Washington: Kennikat Press, 1968.

Reprints from various periodicals.

Main Street and Other Poems.
New York: George H. Doran Company, 1917.

Poems from various periodicals.

Literature in the Making, by Some of its Makers.
New York: Harper and Brothers, 1917.
Port Washington: Kennikat Press, 1968.

Introduction by Kilmer. Selections from American writers, among 
them William Dean Howells, Kathleen Norris, Booth Tarkington, Rex 
Beach, John Erskine, Edwin Arlington Robinson, Amy Lowell and 
Fanny Hurst.

Dreams and Images: An Anthology of Catholic Poets.
New York: Boni and Liveright, 1917.
New York: Boni and Liveright, 1926.



Dedicated to the Rev. James J. Daly, S.J. Five of Kilmer's poems, 
"Trees" being one of them, are in the volume. One poem by his wife 
appears in the work.

Joyce Kilmer's Anthology of Catholic Poets.
New York: Liveright, 1937.
New York: Books, Inc., 1939.
New York: Liveright, 1939.
New York: Halcyon House, 1940.
New York: Halcyon House, 1947.
Garden City: Image Books, 1955.

This is a revision of Dreams and Images: An Anthology of Catholic 
Poets (1917). .... ~ ...  ........

Edited by Robert C. Holiday.
Joyce Kilmer.
Volume I: Memoir and Poems.
Volume II: Prose Works.

Kilmer's only dramatic work, "Some Mischief Still," a play in one 
act, is in this volume. The two-volume work consists of reprints of 
poems, essays and lectures.
New York: George H. Doran, 1918.
Port Washington: Kennikat Press, 1968.

Joyce Kilmer 
Two volumes in one.
Garden City: Doubleday and Company, 1918.
Garden City: Doubleday, Doran and Company, 1929.
Garden City: Doubleday, Doran and Company, 1932.
Garden City: Doubleday, Doran and Company, 1935.
Garden City: Doubleday, Doran and Company, 1940.
Garden City: Doubleday, Doran and Company, 1945.

By Annie Kilburn Kilmer.
Memoirs of My Son, Sergeant Joyce Kilmer . . .  with Numerous Un­
published Poems and Letters.
New York: Brentano, 1920.
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Home News staff writer

. . Poems are made by fools like 
me.

But only God can make a tree. ”

NEW BRUNSWICK -  Joyce 
Kilmer, the New Brunswick-born poet 
who wrote those immortal lines, was 
killed in action on a French battlefield 
in World War I, 62 years ago Wednes­
day.

Today, “Trees” is the only remem­
bered, poem by the illustrious poet, who 
when he died at the age of 31 on July 
30, 1918, already was one of the best- 
known literary figures in the United 
States.

Even the majestic white oak, which 
inspired the poem, failed to survive the 
years. The stump was uprooted last 
March during construction of an addi­
tion to Rutgers Labor Education Cen­
ter.

In 1920 when the poem was but sev­
en years old, the poet’s mother, writing 
in “Memories of My Son, Sgt. Joyce 
Kilmer," observed: "One of Joyce’s po­
ems ‘Trees’ has been more quoted than 
almost any other.”

Today, there’s hardly an American 
who can’t recite or at least recognize 
some of its 12 lines. “Trees” remains a 
standby at Arbor Day celebrations, is 
memorized by numerous school chil­
dren and even has been put to song.

Neglected today, except for that sin­
gle poem, the New Brunswick-born 
poet had earned widespread fame for 
many other literary accomplishments 
before his untimely death.

As early as the age of 25, Kilmer was 
a celebrity listed in “Who’s Who.” He 
was the youngest member of the Au­
thors’ Club and had achieved success as 
a popular people’s poet and winner of 
prizes for poems read before the Poet­
ry Society. In addition, he was much in 
demand as a circuit lecturer and also 
gave readings of his poems.

Though endearingly praised by his 
mother in her reminiscences, his fa­
ther, Dr. Fred B. Kilmer, was more re­
served in comments contained in a let­
ter addressed to Librarian Mary N. 
Walker of the New Brunswick Free

Public Library on April 4, 1919, and 
still treasured by the library. He wrote 
that his son’s “childhood was perhaps 
that of an ordinary child in an Ameri­
can family . . .  So far as I can say, he 
was not a precocious child, and yet he 
was not backward.” The father added, 
“ Even in his manhood he still retained 
the elements of a good natured boy.” 

Kilmer, whose birthplace is pre­
served by the city, was born at 17 Cod- 
wise (now Joyce Kilmer) Ave., on Dec.

JOYCE KILMER 
. . . dead 62 years

6, 1886. Baptized Alfred Joyce Kilmer 
at Christ Church here, he as an adult 
dropped the first name. At age 6, he 
moved with his family to College Ave­
nue, where his parents still resided at 
the time of his death.

“He worked hard at his studies, and 
records of his early school days show 
good averages,” related the father in 
his letter, explaining that his son grad­
uated from Rutgers Preparatory 
School in 1904, “taking the Lane 
Prize.” The father told the librarian: 
“ In his school days he became editor of

the school paper, the Argo, and the 
principal of the school stated several 
times that he made a success of it, and 
gave it as much of a literary character 
as a boy of his age would be able to 
do.”

During the next two years at Rutgers 
College, young Kilmer was assistant 
editor of the Targum, and during his 
subsequent two years at Columbia Uni­
versity, he served as editor of that uni­
versity’s daily newspaper.

Two weeks after his 1908 graduation 
from Columbia, Kilmer married Aline 
Murray of Metuchen. He had aspired to 
the Episcopal ministry, but turned to a 
literary career instead although re­
maining devout He and his wife con­
verted to Catholicism in 1913, the same 
year in which a baby daughter died 
from infantile paralysis.

Kilmer, whom a friend said com­
bined “piety and mirth” to live up to 
the joyfulness of his first name, dated 
his emergence as a poet from 1913. He 
also became the laureate of the Catho­
lic Church.

After graduation from Columbia, he 
engaged in several, brief literary ven­
tures in New York City, including edit­
ing a horsemen’s magazine, selling at a 
book store and helping to revise a dic­
tionary. He came to prominence when 
he joined the Churchman as literary ed­
itor and supplemented religious jour­
nalism with book reviews for the Na­
tion and the New York Times. He also 
became poetry editor of Literary Di­
gest.

Kilmer’s last employment before 
going off to war was as a regular book 
reviewer and special writer for the 
Sunday magazine of The New York 
Times.

As Christopher Morley wrote in a 
tribute to Kilmer, “ the poet must go 
where the greatest songs are singing.” 
Less than three weeks after the United 
States entered the war, the New Bruns­
wick native enlisted as a private in the 
Seventh Regiment of New York’s Na­
tional Guard. He later was transferred 
at his own request to the 165th Infan­
try, U.S. Army. This was the famous 
old “Fighting Sixty-Ninth,” a unit of 
the Rainbow Division described by him 
as “a volunteer regiment, the bravest 
and best regiment in the army.”

A sergeant-major who served with 
Kilmer in the Marne advance told The 
New York Times, “The front was his 
goal and no sooner had the regiment 
reached France than he made every 
possible effort to be transferred.” The 
poet soon achieved posting to intelli­
gence with promotion to the rank of 
sergeant

As the sergeant-major remembered, 
“He would always be doing more than 
his orders called for — that is, getting 
much nearer to the enemy’s positions 
than any officer would ever be inclined 
to send him. Night after night he would 
lie out in No Man’s Land, crawling 
through barbed wires, in an effort to 
locate enemy positions, and enemy 
guns, and tearing his clothes to shreds. 
On the following day he would come to 
me for a new uniform.”

Stars and Stripes, in reporting 
Kilmer’s death near the Ourcq river 
some 90 miles from Paris, related: “He 
had volunteered his services to the ma­
jor of the foremost battalion because 
his own battalion would not be in the 
lead that day.”

Kilmer and his fellow soldiers were 
engaged in a five-day battle for mas­
tery of a heights when the battalion ad­
jutant fell, and without commission or 
appointment Kilmer found himself 
serving as aide to the commander. Dis­
covering that the woods ahead har­
bored machine guns, he reported his 
findings and then led a patrol to estab­
lish the enemy’s location. Several hours 
later when the battalion advanced into 
the woods to secure the spot, the body 
of the valiant poet-soldier was found. 
He had been killed by a bullet in the 
brain.

Sgt. Alexander Woollcott, another lit­
erary great who was with the regiment 
the day the battalion came out of the 
woods, said that the news of Kilmer’s 
death “greeted me on every turn. The 
captain under whom he had been serv­
ing for several months, the major at 
whose side he fell, stray cooks, dough­
boys, runners — all shook their heads 
sorrowfully and talked among them­
selves of what a good soldier he had 
been.”

Kilmer was buried beside a lieuten­
ant at the edge of a small copse close to 
the river known as the Wood of the 
Burned Bridge, near the half-destroyed

village of Seringes which American 
troops had captured the night before 
his death. Enlisted men as a rule were 
not buried with officers, but Kilmer 
had won so much admiration and re­
spect that his commanding officer au­
thorized the grave to be dug on the spot 
next to that of a lieutenant who had 
just lost his life  The grave was marked 
by a wooden cross inscribed, “Sergeant 
Joyce Kilmer...Killed in Action — July 
30,1918.”

Kilmer unwittingly wrote his own 
epitaph in a earlier poem to an English 
poet, who preceded him to death in the

first World War. The first verse of “ In 
Memory of Rupert Brooke” reads:

In alien earth, across a troubled sea,
His body lies that was so fair and 

young.
His mouth is stopped, with half his 

songs unsung;
His arm is still, that struck to make 

men free.
But let no cloud o f lamentation be
Where, on a warrior’s grave, a lyre is 

hung
We keep the echoes o f his golden 

tongue,
We keep the vision o f his chivalry.

Home News photo by Pai Ferraioii

POET’S  BIRTHPLACE —  New Brunswick has preserved the 
birthplace of one of its most famous sons, Joyce Kilmer, at 17 
Joyce Kilmer Ave. He was born there in 1886, and died in France 
during World War I in 1918.



The 200-year-old main foundation of the Joyce Kilmer Birthplace 
New Brunswick is being replaced section by section without 
disturbing city administration personnel who work inside the historic 
site. State contractor Michael Kalogridis of Three Brothers 
Contracting Co., Edison, helps install a new concrete block-and- 
cement foundation. The newer front of the building, shown at rear of 
photo where Welton Street meets Joyce Kilmer Avenue, requires less 
foundation work. The state intends to complete $10,000 in exterior 
rehabilitation and improvements by Sept. 1. Dedication of the famed I
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By AL FEMIA 

News Tribune staff writer
WOODBRIDGE — World War I 

cut short the life of poet and essayist 
Joyce Kilmer, who was 31 when he 
died.

Nonetheless, the New Brunswick 
native was able to provide a body of 
work which will go on exhibit during 
the Joyce Kilmer Centennial Year, 
to run 12 months beginning in 
December.

Copies of photographs, letters, tel­
egrams and greeting cards — 
gleaned from thousands of pieces of 
Kilmer memorabilia — will be 
shown beginning Dec. 5 at 7:30 p.m. 
in Mendham Public Library, accord­
ing to Leland Cook of Colonia.

Cook is a professional photogra­
pher and member of the Joyce Kil­
mer Centennial Commission.

Mendham is one of 13 libraries 
that will host the exhibit in the com ­
ing year, Cook said. The exhibit will 
be shown at the Woodbridge Main 
Library at a time to be announced.

“ About four months ago, we 
started sifting through newspapers, 
photographs, original letters and 
water color cards he had made for 
his mother as a child,”  Cook said.

“ We found water color birthday 
cards he did when he was obviously 
quite young,” Cook said.

LELAND COOK

“He was very close to his mother. 
Very often they had dinner engage­
ments. Once, he couldn’t reach her 
by phone to confirm (a dinner date), 
so he sent her a telegram.

See CENTENNIAL, Page A-14.
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While he was living in  Mahwah, 
Kilmer was hurrying to  work at the 
New York Times One morning when 
he was struck by a train and taken to 
Suffern Hospital. Cook said he suf­
fered broken ribs, although ss fe ie r  
tries to play down the severity by 
sa y in g ‘slight internal injuries”  so as 
not to worry his father, Frederick 
Barnett Kilmer, a chemist with 
Johnson and Johnson.

“ Some letters were written to his 
mother (with a) New York Times let­
terhead,”  Cook said.

Kilmer, perhaps best known for 
the poem “ Trees,”  worked for the

^ frp «* 1 9 1 3  to 1917, writing 
book renews and articles for the 

[hy magazine section.
August 1917, he left for the 

Army. Kilmer was killed in action 
on July 30, 1918, in the Battle of 
Chateau Thierry.

He was buried in a military cem e­
tery in France. A posthumous award 
of the Croix de guerre was awarded 
by the French government.

Cook, 68, a retired advertising 
photographer with Tiffany’s o f New 
York, said his interest in Kilmer 
stems from a 1961 New York Times 
photograph he took of the Kilmer 
oak tree that inspired the famous 
poem. The accompanying article

mentioned that the tree, located near 
the Rutgers Labor Education Center, 
was dying.

Two years later, in September 
1963, Cook attended a ceremony to 
cut down the tree.

“ I had photographed it various 
times for my collection and had 
received a Freedoms Foundation 
award from  Valley Forge for the 
picture,”  he said.

Cook said he subsequently met 
Kilmer’s oldest son, Kenton, now 77 
and living in Virginia, and a daugh­
ter, Sister Michael of the Benedic­
tine convent in St. Joseph, Minn.

The state Senate has declared 
Nov. 30 through Dec. 6 to be Joyce

Kilmer — 100 Years Week. One of 
the highlights will be four talks by 
Kenton Kilmer.

The talks are scheduled fo r  
Wednesday, Dec. 3 at 7:30 p.m. in the 
Somerset County Library; Thursday, 
Dec. 4 in Morristown at a time and 
place to be announced; Friday, Dec. 
S at 7:30 p.m. in the Mendham 
library; and Saturday, Dec. 6 — Kil­
mer’s 100th birthday — at 2:30 p.m. 
in the Elks building in New Bruns­
wick.

Anyone wishing to attend the Elks 
luncheon should make a reservation 
by sending $20 to TICKETS: The Kil­
mer House, 17 Joyce Kilmer Ave., 
New Brunswick 08901.

More information on the luncheon 
may be obtained by phoning (201) 
745-5117.

Kilmer was educated at Rutgers 
Prep School, Rutgers College and 
Columbia College. He had a brief 
career as a teacher at Morristown 
High School before entering the pub­
lishing business. He published 
poems, essays, and literary reviews 
in magazines and had three pub­
lished volumes of poetry.

Because of Kilmer’s reputation, a 
3,800-acre national forest has been 
dedicated to  him in Robbinsville, 
N.C. In July, a rededication cere­
mony took place at the Joyce Kilmer

Memorial Forest.
“ I  saw a lot of Americana (in Kil­

m er’s works),”  Cook said. “ But there 
was m ore religion. I felt he was an 
all-American person who felt that 
he had a patriotic duty (and) that’s 
why he enlisted.”

Dr. Harvey Brudner, commission 
president, said the Dec. 6 parade will 
begin at 1 p.m. on Livingston Avenue 
near New Brunswick High School 
and end near the Kilm er monmu- 
ment on the street bearing the poet’s 
name.

Veterans o f Foreign Wars Post 
3117 in Edison is coordinating the 
event, he said.

A special remembrance
MILLTOWN -  The 350 students 

at Joyce K ilm er School here w ill 
play a role in the observance o f the 
100th birthday of the school’s name­
sake, according to the principal.

Each student w ill be asked to 
express in writing the message con­
veyed in K ilm er’s poem  “ T rees,”  
said Dr. Bert Nussbaum.

Faculty m em bers in each grade 
w ill se lect the best tw o or three 
entrants. Three teachers w ill then 
select the best o f each class and the 
best overall, Nussbaum said.

“ One of the things we started to 
do at least a couple of times a week 
is to read over the school’s loud­
speaker from  a Joyce Kilmer pam­
phlet,”  he said.

“ We are going to take the poem 
‘Trees,’ read it to the kids, make 
copies and ask each youngster to tell 

, the poem means to them, 
ssage it conveys to them.”

a— m
I m

Sad fate Courtesy Leland Cook

The grave of poet joyce Kil­
mer is marked by this simple 
cross in a miiitary cemetery 
at F e r e e n - T a r d e n o i s  in 
France. He died in the Battle 
of Chateau Thierry in 1918.
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Kilmer House 
restoration

NEW BRUNSWICK — Exterior work is complete and 
interior work should begin by Sept, 1 on the Joyce Kil­
mer birthplace, 17 Joyce Kilmer Ave.

It took 34 years, however, for an assortment of citi­
zens groups to be this close to the idea of making the 
house a historical landmark.

On Nov. 12, 1939, Ted Malone, NBC Blue Network an­
nouncer and poet-critic, broadcast nationally from the 
house. As part of a fund-raising drive for the Joyce Kil­
mer Memorial Shrine Committee, he took his listeners on 
a tour of the house. He went room by room, describing 
Kilmer’s schoolboy desk, christening robe, furniture used 
in the' front upstairs room where he was born, pictures 
of him from babyhood through college- and a framed 
manuscript of “ Trees”  in his own handwriting. The 
drive, however, was curtailed by World War II.

From the early 1930s through Oct. 7, 1969, the build­
ing was owned by the Joyce Kilmer American Legion 
Post No. 25, which used it as its headquarters and meet­
ing place. On the latter date, New Jersey bought the 
property for $24,000 in order to preserve it as a historical 

landmark.
In mid-April 1972, a plan for renovation was suggest­

ed and later approved. The state would repair and paint 
the exterior, leaving the interior to be renovated by pub­
lic or private agencies for use as offices, meeting rooms, 
an apartment and a Kilmer Museum. The New Jersey 
Arborist Association and the New Jersey Society of Tree 
Experts decided to occupy the first floor of the building 
after its renovation.

This year the county decided to contribute $10,000, 
the city, $5,000 toward the estimated interior renovation 
cost of $25,000,

After the announcement of the contributions, the ac­
tivity of the Joyce Kilmer Birthplace Association and its 

* chairman, Kenneth Q, Jennings; -intensined in an attempt ; 
to complete its fund-raising drive by July 30. As of last 
Wednesday, the total was $2,800 short of the goal.

The largest contributions have come from the New 
Brunswick Mutual Foundation, $2,000, and from a fund- 
raising drive held in 1965 by the American Legion post, 
$1,950.55.

The plans for the interior of the house call for two 
offices and a meeting room on the first' floor, a birth­
place museum and an apartment for the curator on the 
second floor and the. Joyce Kilmer Museum on the third 
floor. A rear extension to the house, added by American 
Legion Post No. 25, will be razed.

The exterior work has been finished by the state. Af­
ter 15 coats of paints over the years, the state .painted 
the landmark in the colors it had when Kilmer was born 
in 1886, mustard yellow with a green trim.

The remaining .part of . the property will have 10 park­
ing spaces, to be rented out when they are completed. In 
addition, the grounds will be landscaped, with "work do­
nated by the supervisors of the Shade Tree Commissions 
of Bergen Cunty.

The Home News donated the $350 necessary to trans- 
form the third floor of the house into a museum.

RO BERT  BER M AN left, and after exterior work, right,
Home News photos



'Heroic performance of duty'
The fo llow ing article is reprinted fro m  The Home 

N ew s of A ugust 22, 1918.

An eyewitness story of How Joyce Kilmer met death 
at the front was told yesterday by Lemist Esler, a Ser­
geant Major, who served side by side, with Kilmer in the 
Marne advance, and found Kilmer’s body after the writer 
had been shot through the head by a bullet from a Ger­
man machine gun. Sergeant Esler, a Harvard graduate, 
returned to mis country for instruction duty at a draft 
army camp. He was withdrawn from the Rainbow Divi­
sion, to which he was attached with Joyce Kilmer, short­
ly after the operations were concluded in which Kilmer 
was killed.

Joyce . .ilmer met his end in the heroic perform­
ance of his duty,”  said Sergeant Esler. ‘ ‘During the 
Marne advance, the 1st Battalion of the old 69th Regi­
ment, to which we were both attached, penetrated a vil­
lage which the Germans had evacuated. The night before 
Joyce Kilmer was killed we were in full occupation of the 
town, and -̂arly next morning our battalion was directed 
to go on and pick up contact with the enemy again.

Being attached to the Intelligence Department, it 
was the duty of Kilmer to precede the battalion and dis­
cover the possible location of enemy guns and enemy 
units. The last time I saw him alive was on that morn­
ing after he had crept forth alone into No Man’s Land, 
and had come back on a brief errand into the village! 
He was full of enthusiasm and eager to rush back into 
the woods, where he and other's had suddenly discovered 
enemy machine guns.

“ A party of us moved out with him. the battalion 
slowly following. Then the commander sent forth a patrol 
with Kilmer in the lead to establish the exact location of 
the machine guns which were bunched in the woods. I 
lost sight of Kilmer, and a couple of hours later the bat­
talion advanced into the woods to clear the spot of the 
enemy. In the course of this- advance I suddenly caught 
sight of Kilmer lying on his stomach on a bit of slopfng 
ground, his eyes just peering over :he top of what 
peared to be a .natural trench. Several of us ran toward 
him, thinking he was alive and merely lying there with 
his attention fixed on the enemy.

“ We called to him, but received no answer. Then I 
ran up and turned him on his back, only to find that he 
was dead with a bullet through his brain. What had hap­
pened was obvious. He had crawled ahead of his patrol 
to scout out the guns and had reached the ridge of 
ground behind which he held himself concealed from the 
German gunners until, no longer able to resist the temp­
tation, he stuck his head over the ridge to get a better 
view of the enemy. In that position the bullet found him.

“ It is not a rule to bury enlisted men with officers. 
But Kilmer had won so much admiration and respect not

only from the enlisted men in his company but also from 
the officers, that the Commander of the regiment author­
ized .that his grave be dug on the spot and that he be 
buried next to the grave of a heroic Lieutenant who had 
just lost his life. Thus was a tribute paid to him, al­
though Kilmer himself, in the great love that he bore for 
his fellow enlisted men undoubtedly would have consi­
dered it as great an honor to lie at the side of a buck 
private as at the side of an oficer.

“ Joyce Kilmer left an impression upon his com­
rades,”  Sergeant Esler said, “ which can never be 
erased. Always cheerful, always inspiring, he was a man 
who could never be happy unless he was in the thickest 
of the fight. He enlisted originally in the Seventh Regi­
ment. At Camp Mills he had himself transferred to the 
69th, and it was then that I first came into contact with 
him. From the very first he impressed me as a man 
who found fascination in action, sheer joy in the doing of 
things, which could not fail to impart itself to those 
around him.

“ On our arrival in France, he was constantly on the 
lookout for something to do. The front was his goal, and 
one could see that he would never be happy until he was 
right on the firing line doing his duty with the men who 
were in the thick of it. At first he was attached to the 
Regimental Adjutant’s office, doing statistical work. But 
he fretted under the task. The sound of guns, the realiza­
tion that out there somewhere in front was a line where 
men were suffering and dying for the great cause in 
which he had his whole heart was too much for him.

“ He bent all his efforts toward being transferred and 
he finally had himself moved to the Intelligence Depart­
ment. It was in that department that he was elevated to 
the rank of sergeant. I was supply sergeant at the tim e , 
and Joyce Kilmer was a perfect trial to me. He would 
always be doing more than his orders called for—that is, 
getting much nearer to the enemy’s positions than any 
officer would ever be inclined to send him, .Night after 
night he would lie out in m.> Alan's Land, crawling 
th.-.tish wilt.-, m an effort to locate enemy posi­
tions and enemy guns, and tearing his clothes to shreds. 
On the following day he would come to me for a new 
uniform.

“ That was the Kilmer our regiment got to know. A 
man of relentless energy and enthusiasm, facing death 
with jaws firm but laughter always in his eyes, and re­
turning, always, with a useful report of what he had seen 
and heard across No Man’s Land. Shortly before his 
death we were in a village which had been evacuated by 
the enemy. Before leaving the town, however, the Ger­
mans had established underground communication among 
the cellars of almost all the buildings in the outskirts 
of the town, and these underground passages connected di­
rectly with the German trenches.”
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I  think that I shall never see 
A poem lovely as a tree.

A tree whose hungry mouth is pressed 
Against the earth’s sweet flowing breast; 

A tree that looks at God all day 
And lifts her leafy arms to pray;
A tree that may in summer wear 

A nest of robins in her hair;
Upon whose bosom snow has lain;

Who intimately lives with rain. 
Poems are made by fools like me,

But only God can make a tree.
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J O Y C E  K I L M E R

A  fo rest memorial
ROBBINSVILLE, N.C. — Deep in the North Carolina 

mountains is 3,800 acres of wilderness designated as a 
memorial to the man who wrote “ Trees,”

Joyce Kilmer Memorial Forest typifies the vast hard­
wood forests which covered the Southern Appalachians 
many cenutries ago. It lies within Nantahala National 
Forest southwest of the Great Smoky Mountains Na­
tional Park and is preserved in its primitive and natural 
state except for access roads and trails which make it 
accessible to visitors.

The entrance to Joyce Kilmer Memorial Forest is 1S( 
miles northwest of here and is accessible from Route 129 
by a Forest Service road.

On a plaque near the entrance to the papk, which con- ■ 
tains more than 20 miles of trails, is a plaque bearing the 
poem, “ Trees.”  Another plaque inside the forest tells the 
visitor about the man for whom the stand of trees is 
named.

J O Y C E  K I L M E R  

165th In fan try— R a in b o w  D iv is io n  

So ld ie r  a n d  Poet 

Au thor of " T r e e s "

Born  in New  B ru nsw ick , N e w  Jersey, D ecem b er 6, 1886 

K ille d  in action  in F rance , J u ly  30, 191*
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Reminders of famous poet still abound in area
K W - v M jt f s r * , 

3 b y e - t S *

Memories
A young Joyce Kilmer and his mother, Annie Kiiburn Kilmer, 
top left, sit on the front porch of their College Avenue home in 
New Brunswick in the company of a maid. His early childhood

Joyce Kilmer, essayist, editor, 
playwright and poet, would have 
been 100 years old on Dec. 6.

A series of events have been 
planned by the Joyce Kilmer Cen­
tennial Commission to honor the 
occasion.

Nov. 30 through Dec. 6 has been 
designated Joyce Kilmer — 100 
Years Week by the state Senate. It 
will include talks by Kilmer’s eldest 
son, Kenton, an exhibit of his works 
and a parade on his 100th birthday.

Kilmer spent 20 of his 31 years in 
New Brunswick, according to 
Richard G. Dumin, commissioner of 
the Middlesex County Cultural and 
Heritage Commission and Middlesex 
County Historian.

There are many reminders of Kil­
mer in the area: Joyce Kilmer Ave­
nue, Joyce Kilmer Park, Camp Kil­
mer, the Kilmer Postal Facility, 
Joyce Kilmer American Legion Post 
No. 25 and several business enter­
prises using the name, Durnin 
pointed out.

Kilmer’s parents were Frederick 
Barnett Kilmer and Annie Kiiburn 
Kilmer. The family lived in a two- 
and-a-half-story frame house at 17 
Codwise Ave., renamed Joyce Kil­
mer Avenue in 1961.

The Kilmer family moved to New 
Brunswick from Binghamton, N.Y., 
in the 1880s, according to Durnin. 
Dr. Kilmer, a chemist, joined the

then-3-year-oId Johnson and Johnson 
Company in 1889. He became head 
of the scientific department and is 
credited with developing the com­
pany’s famous baby powder.

The Kilmers were communicants 
of Christ Church, where young Joyce 
was baptized Alfred Joyce Kilmer, 
the first name coming from the first 
name of the parish curate and mid­
dle name from the rector’s surname. 
He later came to be known as Joyce 
Kilmer, discarding his first name, 
Durnin said.

Joyce was the fourth and last child 
born to the couple.

He read widely as a child and his 
poetry began then, Durnin said. As 
early as age 14 he signed his name 
“A. Joyce Kilmer,” and a 1903 his­
tory examination paper is signed 
“Joyce Kilmer.” He graduated in 
1904.

Kilmer entered Rutgers College in 
the fall of that year. He was a 
reporter and later associate editor of 
The Targum, the college newspaper.

Policy differences with the college 
administration led to his transfer to 
Columbia College in New York City, 
where he was permitted to enter the 
junior class. At Columbia, he served 
as associate editor of The Spectator 
and graduated in June 1908.

That same month, he married 
Aline Murray, a classmate from

St.'
in

Rutgers Preparatory School, at 
Luke’s Episcopal Church 
Metuchen. Five years later, they 
became members of the Roman 
Catholic Church at the Church of St. 
Paul the Apostle in New York City.

Following graduation, Kilmer 
became an English and Latin 
teacher at Morristown High School. 
He did some writing and had some 
poems published in magazines dur­
ing that year.

In June 1909, he left Morristown 
High School and went to work in 
New York City in a book store. He 
worked at Funk and Wagnalls until 
1912, when he became editor of an 
Episcopal Church weekly.

From 1913 until the war, Kilmer 
worked on the Sunday magazine sec­
tion of The New York Times, writing 
book reviews.

During the winter of 1916-17, Kil­
mer gave a course in “newspaper 
verse” in the department of journal­
ism at New York University.

World War I had not yet begun 
when Kilmer joined the 7th Regi­
ment, New York National Guard in 
April 1914. He enlisted in the reg­
ular Army in August 1917.

His last visit to New Brunswick 
was on Sept. 10, 1917, when he 
brought for burial the body of his 
5-year-old daughter, Rose Kiiburn 
Kilmer, who had been stricken with

was spent in a home at what is now 17 Joyce Kilmer Ave., a 
street named in his honor. Kilmer wed his classmate, Aline M ur­
ray, at St. Luke's Episcopal Church in Metuchen, bottom left, in

poliomyelitis in July 1913 before she 
was one year of age.

Kilmer was killed in action on 
July 30,1918, in France, where he is 
buried in a military cemetery. He 
left a widow and four children.

His death at age 31 left the public 
with only a relatively small collec­
tion of work, Durnin said.

The poem “Trees,” appearing first 
in 1913, soon identified Kilmer with 
the arboreal. The poem was set to 
music in 1922 and became a popu­
lar vocal recital piece as well as a 
song for schoolchildren, Durnin said.

A 70-foot high oak tree, located at 
the Rutgers Agricultural School 
became known as the “Kilmer Oak.” 
This was the tree said by many to 
have inspired the poet Thought to be 
300 years old, the dying tree was cut 
down in September 1963.

The poetry of Joyce Kilmer 
reflected the scenes and people who 
made up his world. He was senti­
mental and romantic.

Poetry in America underwent 
great changes in the 20th century, 
beginning even before his death, 
Durnin noted.

The sentimentality and romanti­
cism of Longfellow, Whittier and 
others gave way to different lan­
guage styles, mood and subject mat­
ter. Joyce Kilmer’s poetry reflected 
those older models.

Photos courtesy Leland Cook

1908. He frequently communicated with his mother by telegram, 
center, when he was unable to reach her by telephone. M rs. 
Kilmer, right, holds photograph of her son.





~3£>\cer>Ver>rn cA

Edison Twp.PMfcttWwv 
3 4 0  Pf*inf»fd f t *
t & * m ,  N . J ,  o m i f

a s k  at desk

BICENTENNIAL- A ndrew  
G. L ip n iek . su p e rv iS o r -  
Edison recreation  dep art­
ment (r )  and bicentennial 

r com m ittee m em ber sells the 
,] first o fficial Edison  bicen- 
•j ten n ia l m u g to M a y o r  

Thom as H. Paterniti. The 
i m ugs, im printed with the 
£ Edison Light T ow er and the 

N ation a l ‘ 76 lo g o , a re  
t a v a ila b le  in q u a n tity  to 

township organizations and 
. c lu b s . In teres ted  p a r t ie s  
; should contact L ipniek or 
I business adm inistrator John 

D elesandro at city hall. The 
, township has been approved 

as an official bicentennial 
com m unity, a designation  
which entitles Edison  to use 
the official national b icen ­
tennial sym bol and to fly  the 
b i c e n t e n n i a l  f l a g .  
A rra n g e m e n ts  a re  b e in g  
m ade for form al presen ­
tation of the flag by an o f­
ficer of the state com m ittee.


