
BINGHAMTONBINGHAMTONBINGHAMTONBINGHAMTON    

NNS Hull #49 
 People Mover & Pleaser  

              for over a Century 
 

The ferryboat BINGHAMTON was one of four ‘double-ended’ ferries completed in 1905 
by the Newport News Shipbuilding & Dry Dock Company (NNS) for the Hoboken Ferry 
Company. A fifth, nearly identical ferry was delivered in 1906. They served for decades, 
making countless trips across the Hudson River between the Delaware, Lackawanna & 
Western Railroad’s terminals in Hoboken, New Jersey and lower Manhattan.  
 
BINGHAMTON made her last commuter run on November 22, 1967, amid much fanfare 
and nostalgia. After a few years of languishing at a Hoboken pier, BINGHAMTON 
emerged as the only survivor of the quintet to begin a new career. 
 
In 1975 she was transformed into a floating restaurant in Edgewater, New Jersey. Her 
beautifully preserved, elaborate interior woodwork provided an elegant setting for lunch, 
dinner and special events while afloat on the Hudson, overlooking New York’s skyline.  
Idled a second time when the restaurant closed in 2007, she now has new owners.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
BINGHAMTON, the oldest known NNS-built vessel still afloat, currently sits quietly at 
her moorings, awaiting an opportunity to serve again.  



 2 

The contract for four identical ferry boats (NNS Hull Nos. 47-50) 
was placed with NNS on March 5, 1904 by the Hoboken Ferry 
Company. That firm had been bought by the Delaware, 
Lackawanna & Western Railroad (Lackawanna Railroad) the prior 
year. The fifth ferry, NNS Hull #62, was later ordered directly from 
the shipyard by the Lackawanna Railroad. The ferries were all 
completed with Lackawanna Railroad signage. These five vessels 
were the only ferries ever built by the Newport News shipyard. 
 
That order must have raised some eyebrows amongst the numerous shipbuilders in New 
York, Philadelphia and New England. After all, they were well established, fully capable 
of building such vessels and located conveniently close to New York harbor. Conversely, 
NNS had been in existence for just eighteen years, had no prior experience in building 
ferries and was hundreds of miles south of the Hudson River.  
 
A low bid may have been the reason. But it’s also possible that the railroad empire 
created by the shipyard’s founder, Collis Potter Huntington, influenced the order 
placement. Huntington had passed away in 1900, but his successors likely had close ties 
with and perhaps even some investment in the Lackawanna Railroad. 

 
The five ferries were ‘doubled-ended’ and featured innovative ‘spoon-
bows’ at either end. This design was later used by their owner for a 
number of additional ferries.  Although details differed, they were 
quite similar in appearance to the ferries that once traversed Hampton 
Roads before bridge/tunnels made them obsolete.  

 
A single set of specifications was provided to the 
shipbuilder, giving guidance for the detail design 
and construction of all five ferries. The contents 
of a cloth-bound booklet that measured 4x6 
inches and consisting of a little over 100 pages 
apparently were prepared by the firm of Gardner 
& Cox of New York, although the booklet was 
printed in Newport News. 
 
Each of the vessels built for the Lackawanna 
Railroad had an overall length of 231 feet. Their 
hulls measured 43 feet-3 inches, but their over-
hanging superstructures extended their extreme 
breath to 62 feet. With a displacement of 1,050 
tons, their draft was 10 feet-6 inches. Their hulls 
were made of steel and featured all-riveted 
construction. Their superstructures were made 
almost entirely from wood. 
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For harbor craft, these vessels were very sturdy. The heavy-duty steel framing for their 
hulls was spaced only twenty-four inches apart for 75% of the length of these vessels. At 
both ends that spacing was further reduced to twenty-one inches. Unlike most ships, 
whose frames are numbered progressively from bow-to-stern or stern-to-bow 
(commercial ships), these vessels’ frames were numbered from a ‘zero’ point, 
presumably amidships, towards both identical ends!  
 

Normal nautical nomenclature just doesn’t work well, when it comes to double-ended 
ferries. The bow becomes the stern and vice-versa, each time one of these harbor-

crossing watercraft reverses direction. Also, port becomes starboard and so on;  
all very confusing to both the novice and even the seasoned shipbuilder! 

 
Above their hulls, these vessels’ superstructures were largely fashioned from Oregon 
pine. All wainscoting, handrails and other exposed wood were specified to be made of 
mahogany. Stairs connecting the passenger decks were required to have oak treads, and 
plate glass mirrors were installed at the landings of all passenger staircases. Identical pilot 
houses were positioned atop the superstructure at either end. Life boats, machinery space 
ventilators and a very tall funnel, required for the natural draft boilers to function 
properly, were situated roughly amidships, between the two pilot houses.  
  
Each ferry was fitted with two coal-fired, natural draft boilers and a reciprocating steam 
engine that developed 1,400 shaft horsepower. Their top speed was 12 knots. They each 
had an identical rudder fitted at either end. A single propeller shaft ran the length of each 
ferry. According to the specifications, propellers were fixed to each end of this shaft. 
Apparently, when one propeller was running in the ahead mode, the other was running 
astern, thus reducing the drag of an otherwise idle prop and contributing to propulsion. 
 
Each vessel could accommodate 
twenty-four mid-twentieth century 
automobiles on their main decks. 
The ‘drive-through’ vehicular area 
was flanked on either side by 
enclosed, paneled passenger areas 
that included wooden pew-like 
seating, but were open to the 
weather at either end.  
 
As this photograph illustrates, one 
side (port or starboard won’t work 
here!) was once reserved for 
women, the other for men. Some 
years later, these signs were 
replaced by ones that designated 
Smoking and No Smoking areas. 
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Additional passenger space, both enclosed and open, was provided on a single upper deck 
that featured bare wooden seats. The following images were captured near the end of the 
Lackawanna Railroad’s ferry service, but could easily have been taken decades earlier.  

The stated passenger capacity on each vessel’s operating certificate was 1,986.  
Efficiently moving such a large number of people was greatly facilitated by these ferries’ 
capability to embark and disembark passengers from both decks over cantilevered 
walkways maneuvered into place from the terminals at the end of their many brief 
voyages. In 1905, this was a new and novel design. 
 
The keels for NNS Hull Nos. 47 and 48 were laid just eighteen days after contract 
placement. The keels for the second set of ferryboats were put in place a few weeks later. 
Hull #49 was assigned the name 
BINGHAMTON. The others 
were also given names that 
honored additional cities along 
Lackawanna’s main lines.  
    
BINGHAMTON was christened 
on February 20, 1905 by Miss 
Charlotte Emery, daughter of the 
Hoboken Ferry Company’s chief 
engineer. Brief trials and 
delivery soon followed. Her 
finished cost was $211,478.    
 

Ferryboats, like aircraft carriers, exhibit no shear. Profile photos of both  
occasionally create the optical illusion that the vessel depicted, like BINGHAMTON 

above, is in a hogging condition (i.e., swayback, with ends seemingly drooping). 



 5 

BINGHAMTON made what was probably 
her longest voyage ever when she left 
Newport News on March 25, 1905. For 
the next 62 years, BINGHAMTON 
steamed stoically back and forth between 
Hoboken and lower Manhattan. During 
that time period, it is estimated that she 
carried 125 million people over 200,000 
miles…about one mile at a time for each 
crossing!  
 
On each such passage, BINGHAMTON 
would follow an S-shaped course between 
the Hoboken Terminal and the Lower 
Manhattan Terminal. Those terminal 
points are indicated, respectively, as HT 
and LMT  on this early 1900’s map of the 
Hudson River.  
 
The Hoboken Terminal, which also served 
as a terminus point for the Lackawanna 
Railroad, still exists. A significant part of 
its history is intertwined with that of 
BINGHAMTON, and is discussed later in 
this article.   
 
The Lower Manhattan Terminal, which was better known to long-ago commuters as the 
Barkley Street Terminal, is no longer there. In fact, neither are several blocks of Barkley 
Street nearest the river. That entire area has been redeveloped. Where BINGHAMTON 
and her sisters once docked is now Governor Nelson A. Rockefeller Park. 
  
The above map depicts the numerous ferry crossings that connected Manhattan with New 
Jersey in the early 20th century. At their zenith, there were 44 such routes crisscrossing 
New York Harbor!  In 1908, the one tunnel indicated began carrying passengers under 
the river by railroad. In later years, the Holland and Lincoln tunnels, and the George 
Washington Bridge captured almost all of the ferries’ business. By 1967, only 
BINGHAMTON and a sister ship ELMIRA (NNS Hull #48) were still in operation 
between Hoboken and Manhattan. Their last crossings were made November 22, 1967. 
 
While the vast majority of her career as a ferry boat was routine, with only minor 
incidents to blemish her record; BINGHAMTON barely escaped a disastrous and 
potentially career-ending fire less than six months after being delivered. On the night of 
August 7, 1905, she was tied up at the Hoboken Terminal. Moored nearby, an older, all-
wooden ferry caught fire around 11 PM.  
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A brisk northerly breeze spread the fire to the terminal, other buildings and to the 
BINGHAMTON. Nearby commerce piers and several ocean-going vessels moored there 
were threatened, but escaped damage.  The terminal and the older ferry were totally 
destroyed.  
 
BINGHAMTON’s wooden upper deck caught fire, despite the efforts of local firemen to 
contain the blaze. She was saved from total destruction by being towed away from the 
conflagration, moved across the Hudson and deliberately beached there for a brief period 
of time. New York City fire boats called to the scene extinguished her flames. 
Nevertheless, the almost new ferry boat suffered serious damage and large portions of her 
upper deck had to be repaired before she could resume service.    
 

The Hoboken Terminal was 
replaced in 1907. For the next sixty 
years, BINGHAMTON and her 
sister ships docked and departed 
from this location countless times. 
Today, that venerable structure still 
serves as a railroad terminal. 
Ironically, it once again became a 
ferry terminal, albeit on a much 
smaller scale, when passenger-only 
ferry service between Manhattan 
and Hoboken resumed in 1986.     

 
Throughout BINGHAMTON’s career as a ferry, she remained a coal-burning vessel. Her 
twin boilers were once nick-named ‘hand bombers’ because they were stoked manually. 
At some point automatic coal stoker machinery was installed, but her original 
reciprocating steam engine was never replaced. Some of her sister ships’ boilers were 
converted from coal to oil, but not BINGHAMTON.  
 
In addition to providing easy 
access to lower Manhattan for 
New Jersey residents, her open 
ended vehicular and pedestrian 
spaces provided some breezy 
relief in the summertime. Of 
course, in the winter, those areas 
were not to be enjoyed, but rather 
endured. Regardless of the season, 
BINGHAMTON and her sister 
ships often had to thread their way 
across a river crowded with other 
vessels, large and small.   
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During her years of service, she 
also had to give way to much 
larger vessels crossing her path as 
they made their way further up the 
Hudson River to what was once 
grandly called Ocean Liner Row. 
Undoubtedly, she passed close to 
many other vessels built by 
Newport News Shipbuilding, such 
as one of a trio of ocean liners built 
for the Moore-McCormack Line in 
the 1930’s.  
 

Slightly less romantic was a 
trend in Hudson River 
crossing traffic that developed 
in the 1950’s. During morning 
and evening rush hours, she 
was packed almost entirely 
with pedestrians, leaving their 
homes in New Jersey to go to 
jobs in Manhattan. On her 
mid-morning runs back to 
Hoboken, it was not 
uncommon to see a loaded and 
odoriferous NYC sanitation 
truck on her vehicle deck, 
bound for New Jersey.   

 
After her last run, BINGHAMTON was 
laid up alongside a merchandise pier in 
Hoboken for two years. The possibility of 
transforming her into a floating restaurant 
resulted in her sale to New Jersey 
developer Nelson Gross in 1969. It took 
several years for that dream to become a 
reality. Meanwhile, all of her sister ships 
fared far worse.  
 

One had been almost completely destroyed by fire in 1946 while in dry dock, and was so 
badly damaged that she had to be scrapped. Two others, laid up in 1967 before 
BINGHAMTON made her last run were eventually sold for scrap. The last sad sister, 
which had been sold for use as an exhibit hall, broke loose from her moorings during a 
1968 storm and sank. She was scrapped in place.     
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Nelson Gross envisioned keeping the BINGHAMTON’s classic exterior largely intact, 
while minimizing necessary changes to her interior to transform vehicle and passenger 
spaces into a stunning and well-appointed floating restaurant. He wisely retained as much 
of her ornate interior woodwork as possible, plus numerous bulkhead-mounted vintage 
photographs-as depicted below shortly before she went out of the ferry business in 1967.   

 
 
     
   

 
 
 
In 1974, the ferry was relocated a few miles upstream and permanently moored in 
Edgewater, New Jersey; three miles south of the George Washington Bridge. Her exterior 
was freshly repainted and her idle smokestack received red, white and blue bands. Owned 
by Hudson Landing, Inc., and operated by subsidiary firm Ferry Binghamton, Inc., the 
floating restaurant was simply called Binghamton’s.  
 
It opened to the public in 1975...and to rave reviews. No wonder.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Her exterior remained largely unchanged structurally. The original upper deck exterior 
walkways that ran the length of the superstructure were retained. The open areas at both 
ends were people once rushed on and off the ferry were outfitted for open-air dining.  
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The interiors of the ferry boat were 
modified extensively to facilitate her new 
career. A large portion of the former 
interior passenger seating areas on the 
upper deck were transformed into a huge 
public dining room called The Galley.   
That space, shown here, spanned the 
entire width of the renovated ferry. It 
provided an unrestricted view of 
Manhattan and river traffic. An adjacent 
area suitable for live performances and 
dancing was provided. 
 
A much larger dance floor was created in the middle of the lower (main) deck where 
motor vehicles once were parked. A glass-enclosed deejay booth was strategically located 
at the top of a set of interior stairs connecting the two decks; providing an unrestricted 
view of the two dance floors.   

 
Deck-to-overhead picture windows sealed 
both of the once-open ends of the ferry on 
the main deck level. The area inside the 
south-facing windows was configured to 
facilitate buffet-style events for 150 
people. A private dining room with it’s 
own bar, suitable for groups of up to 250 
was positioned behind the north-facing 
windows. That space, depicted here to the 
left, was named The Nassau Room and 
offered an unrestricted view of the George 
Washington Bridge.  

 
A smaller dining room, depicted 
on the right, was called The 
Captain’s Quarters and was 
capable of seating up to thirty 
guests. Vintage photos left on the 
ferry by the railroad company 
were retained and displayed 
throughout the establishment. The 
remainder of the vessel’s interior 
was devoted to inconspicuously 
accommodate a large kitchen, and 
numerous service and storage 
areas, as well as several bars. 
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Even the engine room was spruced up. 
Small tables at which a limited number of 
couples could dine in air-conditioned 
comfort where engineers and firemen once 
toiled were positioned to one side of her 
vintage steam engine. Piping, valves and the 
engine’s operating levers provided a décor 
seldom, if ever, seen in any other restaurant.  
 
For almost thirty years, Binghamton’s 
served its patrons. During the years of the 
disco craze, it became a particularly popular 
place. Numerous professional disco acts 
performed there, and ‘Saturday Night Fever’ 
was alive and well at Binghamton’s in the 
1970’s. However, that feature was short-
lived, as explained later in this article. 
 
As anticipated by Mr. Gross, it also became a popular place for weddings, high school 
and college reunions, and other social gatherings that were enhanced by the revitalized 
ferry boat’s décor and the stunning vista of New York’s brightly illuminated skyline at 
night. Advertising from that era proclaimed the venue’s uniqueness and desirability: 
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Adding to the prestige of the establishment was acceptance of an application in 1982 to 
list her on The National Register of Historic Places. When registered, BINGHAMTON 
was classified as being very well preserved and having 95% of her original structure 
intact. Some years later, the Bergen County Historical Society erected a suitable marker 
summarizing her history near the in-shore end of the covered walkway/gangplank that 
provided easy access to the floating restaurant.    
 
Two events marred Binghamton’s otherwise happy existence. The first was troubling, 
albeit somewhat comical. The second was not only tragic, but it quite likely led to the 
eventual closure of the restaurant. 
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For a brief time, Binghamton’s was the hottest 
disco in northern New Jersey. Night after night, 
the ferry was packed with young, energetic 
dancers. As the saying goes, the joint rocked. 
And, of course this floating venue did so both 
figuratively and literally! But one Saturday night 
in the spring of 1978 that all ended.  

 
Pete Denis, present that fateful evening, provides a blow-by-blow description: 
 
“Ed ‘The Worm’ Rothstein and I were spinning records for the young crowd. It started 
like any normal Saturday night. The place was full. Suddenly, a fight broke out. Over a 
girl - what else? The fight escalated, and quickly got out of control of the bouncers.  
 
“The local police soon arrived but had to be reinforced by the state police. By that time, 
a lot of furniture, some disco sound equipment and one unfortunate fella had been 
tossed overboard. There must have been over a hundred people rioting. 
 
“Over fifty people were arrested, and several others had to be transported to the 
hospital. When the establishment was reopened, it did so only as a restaurant. That 
night in 1978 is when disco died…at least at Binghamton’s!” 
 
Following that incident, Binghamton’s continued to flourish for almost twenty more 
years. But then, on September 17, 1997, Nelson Gross was abducted by three young men 
in a parking lot near the ferry boat. It was later learned that one of the culprits was a 
busboy at Binghamton’s. After robbing Mr. Gross and forcing him to drive to upper 
Manhattan, the three young thugs murdered him, leaving his body on the riverbank.  
 
They later said they feared he could identify the busboy. Clues carelessly left behind 
quickly led the police to an upper Manhattan neighborhood where the suspects were 
arrested. They were later tried, convicted and sentenced to long terms in prison.  
 
Although the ferry remained owned by the Gross family, and the restaurant continued 
operation; things apparently were never the same again. Over time, Binghamton’s 
popularity waned. Reviews published in the 2005-2007 timeframe were often more 
critical than complimentary. Sometime in late 2007, the restaurant closed.  
 
The next year, the ferry boat was sold by the family to new owners. Their efforts to 
reopen the restaurant have apparently been slowed by the current, uncertain economic 
climate. What the future holds in store for the BINGHAMTON, which remains in very 
good condition at age 105 and after almost as many years of being a people mover and 
pleaser; only time will tell.    
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~ Postscript ~ 
 
While visiting relatives and friends in the New York /New Jersey area in 1988, my wife, 
Janie and I sought out the BINGHAMTON. We had a very pleasant lunch onboard, 
overlooking the Hudson River and afterwards explored every space open to the public.  
 
I was particularly intrigued by the ferry’s original 
steam engine. I inspected every detail of this sturdy 
example of early 20th century marine machinery. 
Like any other tourist, I surrendered to the 
temptation to manipulate its long-idle controls as 
Janie snapped this photo of me.  
 
As remarkable and as unlikely as BINGHAMTON’s century-plus period of service may 
seem, there are at least four other early 1900’s vessels built by NNS which also are still 
afloat. Like BINGHAMTON, two of them have even retained their original names.  

·  Hull #84 - the tugboat BATH - delivered in 1908 - beautifully maintained, still in the 
service for which she was built - currently operating in the Caribbean under her 
original name.  

·  Hull #114 - originally the cable ship JOSEPH HENRY, now named THALIS O. 
MILISSIOS - delivered in 1909, in service as a cable ship in Greece until 1983 - fully 
restored in 1991 - now serving as a floating museum in Piraeus, Greece. 

·  Hull #147 - the battleship USS TEXAS (BB-35) - delivered in 1914, a veteran of two 
world wars and the only surviving example of the United States Navy’s  
Dreadnought era - located at the San Jacinto Battleground near Houston, Texas. 

·  Hull #176 - originally the freighter MEDINA - delivered in 1914, converted to other 
purposes and escaped being scrapped four times - currently being renovated in 
Singapore to become a static display, celebrating her long life and service.  

And, as every Newport News shipbuilder knows, the Company’s Hull #1, the tug 
DOROTHY, was restored in 1976 and is on permanent display in front of the company’s 
main office building.  

 

 

 

 

Always good ships…indeed!      �������������������������������
� � � � � � � � � � &��������

                   December 2010 
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~ A Related Discovery ~ 
 
In the course of researching the history of the ferryboat BINGHAMTON, the following 
information and illustrations were also discovered. The ‘connection’ and the ‘parallel’ 
are obvious, and are provided primarily for others who also enjoy seeing examples of 
early 20th century architecture and art that have been preserved. 
 
In the Lackawanna Railroad’s hey-day, the train station in Scranton, Pennsylvania, circa 
1908, doubled as the railroad’s headquarters. Its grand concourse was decorated with 36 
tiled murals, located high above the heads of the public. Two of those images represented 
the company’s ferry interests.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Today, that century-old classic terminal building is a hotel. The former main concourse, 
which is partly utilized today for dining, continues to display these unusual murals. 
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