


WHAT’S IN A NAME?    SCOW DITCH 

Have you ever wondered about the origins of Scow Ditch, the natural waterway between 

Twilight Lake and Barnegat Bay? Perhaps you've crabbed there, canoed or kayaked on it, 

or even crossed it multiple times on one of its four bridges.  But why is it called Scow 

Ditch? 

It all goes back to the early 18th century and the ecology of Barnegat Bay, which was 

brackish or salt water. Salt hay grows abundantly in marshy or low-lying areas. Until the 

early 20th century, baymen harvested salt hay from these areas in the summer months. 

Fighting off flies and mosquitoes, the baymen would go to the boggy areas and sedge 

islands to harvest the salt hay. It was then loaded onto scows, which are large, flat-bottomed 

boats with square ends. Sailboats towed the scows to warehouses or the railroad depot to 

be shipped. Thus, the name Scow Ditch.  

Salt hay was used as mulch and insulation in commercial buildings like icehouses. In Bay 

Head, salt hay was also used to fill in the marshy land along the edges of Barnegat Bay.  

Public bridges cross the ditch at several locations. The earliest was the Bridge Avenue 

bridge, which is the lowest, followed by the Howe Street and Mount Street bridges.  

William Schoettle’s book, Bay Head 1879-1911, recounts a wonderful story: on Halloween 

of 1899, “The belfry of All Saints would give the children more fun—for they would tie 

long cords to the bell and scurry over the scow ditch bridge, hide in the fields and pull to 

their heart's content.” 

Can you use your imagination to go back over 125 years and picture a heavily laden 

Scow towed by a sailboat up the Ditch to the railroad station? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                

               

                          Scow Ditch in the mid-1950s, looking north to Bridge Avenue and the Lorraine Theater                                     

            Sources: Gretchen F. Coyle, Judy L. Crisman, Bay Head 1879-1911, by William Schoettle 
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