'Heritage Gala' to fete celebrated history writer April 16

Morris County Tourism Bureau to salute John T. Cunningham, 'New Jersey's Popular Historian'
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   FLORHAM PARK – Perhaps the most celebrated Florham Park resident of modern times is due for more honors.
   John T. Cunningham, the writer who has chronicled the history and culture of New Jersey and championed the state’s status as “The Crossroads of the American Revolution,” will be feted as the inaugural honoree at the Morris County Tourism Bureau’s first-ever “Heritage Gala,” to be held Friday evening, April 16, at the Westin Governor Morris Hotel in Morristown.
   Gov. Chris Christie and his wife, Mary Pat Christie, will be the gala’s special guests. Longtime New Jersey Network news anchor Kent Manahan will serve as the master of ceremonies. Adrienne and S. Dillard Kirby of Mendham are the dinner chairpersons.
   The prolific Cunningham, a Florham Park resident since 1952, will be saluted for a body of work over nearly six decades that includes 52 published titles, many of them focused on New Jersey history.
   Dubbed “New Jersey’s Popular Historian” by the New Jersey Historical Commission, Cunningham made the case in his 2007 book, “The Uncertain Revolution: Washington and the Continental Army at Morristown,” for Morristown as a pivotal strategic location in the success of the American Revolution, chronicling Washington’s encampments in Morristown during the harsh winters of the late 1700s as the general held his army together while holding off superior British forces.
‘All My Life’
   “All my life I wanted to write this book,” Cunningham remarked when “The Uncertain Revolution” was published in October 2007.
   “I think it is a necessary book. Washington came to Morristown twice, which he did nowhere else. It was a vital place for Washington and his army, if not the most important place during the war.”
   He added, “We really do not get enough credit here. This was where Washington came for refuge and sanctuary, and most people that live in this area don’t even know it.”
   This is music to the Morris County Tourism Bureau’s ears, as the bureau promotes Morris County’s historic, cultural and recreational opportunities to residents, business travelers and tourists, including the Morristown National Historical Park, which preserves sites inhabited by Washington and the Continental Army during the winter of 1777 and the so-called “Hard Winter” of 1779-1780, which imposed brutal conditions on troops huddled in Jockey Hollow.
Turning Point
   The April 16 Heritage Gala also is marking a turning point for the Morris County Tourism Bureau, in transition from a past of heavy reliance on public funding, to a future of encouraging private philanthropy.
   The gala is just such a fund-raising event, and levels of support to attend range from $125, to $250, to $500, to $2,500, to $5,000, up to $10,000 for seating for two at a host table, a VIP cocktail reception, and an autographed copy of “The Uncertain Revolution.” The bureau’s executive director is Leslie Bensley; its president is Ellwood R. Kerkeslager, the former mayor of Madison, and its honorary chairman is Rep. Rodney Frelinghuysen, R-11.
   The Morris County Tourism Bureau, headquartered at 6 Court St. in Morristown, can be reached at (973) 631-5151 or by visiting www.morristourism.org.
First A Journalist
   The star of the evening, Cunningham, is a graduate of Morristown High School and Drew University in Madison. He began his career as a journalist, and refers to himself as “an accidental historian.”
   The origins of his histories of New Jersey people, places and landmarks can be traced back decades ago when he was a reporter for the now-defunct and highly respected Newark Evening News. Reporter Cunningham was assigned by his editor to write a series of articles on the 21 counties that make up New Jersey. While on assignment ‑ for a little more than a year – he explored all of New Jersey and put it down on paper for the state’s residents.
   “I went to each county over this time,” Cunningham noted in a 2007 interview with this newspaper. “It really allowed me to see this state like no one ever had.”
   He attributed the easy-to-read style of his histories to his early work as a reporter, calling his writing approach akin to a walk into the past, with a notebook in hand.
   When his newspaper series on New Jersey’s highways and byways was completed, Rutgers Press published it, and it was book No. 1 for Cunningham.
   “This is New Jersey,” published in 1953, has yet to go out of print. Revised several times, Cunningham’s series still can be found in bookstores today.
No Turning Back
   There was no turning back for Cunningham, as his interest in the Garden State flourished. He found more buildings, more topics, more towns and more people who were significant in New Jersey to write about.
   In addition to a history of his alma mater, Drew University in Madison, Cunningham’s titles include “You, New Jersey and the World,” “New Jersey, America’s Main Road,” “Colonial New Jersey” and “Ellis Island.”  He has written paperback histories of Florham Park, Madison, Chatham and Chatham Township.
   Cunningham also is the author of some 2,000 magazine articles, including pieces about New Jersey’s ecological wonders, from the Great Swamp to birding at Cape May Point.
   While a reporter at the Newark Evening News, he covered the citizens’ campaign that fought the New York-New Jersey Port Authority’s plans to pave over the Great Swamp as the metropolitan area’s fourth major jetport.
   The battle lasted four and one-half years, but the citizens’ campaign prevailed. In early 1964 the campaign turned over 1,400 acres of land to the federal government, and later that year, on May 29, the Great Swamp National Wildlife Refuge – New Jersey’s first National Wildlife Refuge ‑ was officially dedicated, blocking the Port Authority’s plans. Organizers of the campaign, including the late Helen Fenske of Chatham Township, credited Cunningham’s articles for informing public opinion, transforming the image of the Great Swamp from a vile boggy wasteland, into a unique and irreplaceable habitat for plants and animals, some of them endangered, as well as an important resource for drinking water.
   Looking back on those tumultuous times, Cunningham said in 2007, “It was a great battle, and it was fun to be part of it.”
Emmy Award
   Cunningham also has made more than 20 documentary films over the years. In 1986 he was awarded a television Emmy for his documentary film, “Dreams of Distant Shores,” an examination of the immigrant experience.
   Cunningham, who has written about war, himself served in wartime, in the Army Air Force during World War II. His job and his marital status exempted him from service, but that didn’t stop Cunningham from volunteering, and he entered the Army in March 1943. After basic training, he went through Officer’s Candidate School and became a captain.
   Eventually he was shipped out to Okinawa, where he became a classification officer, a duty that kept him on the island long after Japan surrendered. Cunningham was on extended duty through October 1946, and ironically his job became certifying enlisted men and officers for their return home.
   Cunningham is a founder of the New Jersey Historical Commission, the founding president of the Friends of the Newark Public Library, and a co-founder of the North Jersey American Revolution Roundtable.
Much Honored
   His work has earned him nine honorary degrees and five awards of merit from the American Association for State and Local History.
   Cunningham also is the recipient of an award for Lifetime Achievement in the Humanities, bestowed by the New Jersey Council for the Humanities.
   The New Jersey Audubon Society and the Great Swamp Watershed Association also have honored Cunningham for his contributions to public awareness of New Jersey’s natural splendors and the need to preserve them.
   Cunningham’s hometown honored him in 2008 by selecting him as Grand Marshal for the most important event on Florham Park’s annual calendar, its Independence Day parade. Appropriately, the theme of that year’s parade was, “America’s Historical Moments.”
 
Editor’s note: Garry Herzog, Lisa Martone and George Danco all contributed to this article.
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