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A Historical Sketch of Camp Kilmer

Toward the end of 1941, with the threat of war imminent, the War

Department chose a site between Edison and Piscataway, New Jersey, as a

staging area for troops. They named the camp for the poet Joyce Kilmer,

who was killed in action in the Aisne-Marne offensive in World War I.

Construction began at Camp Kilmer in January 1942 and was completed in

six months. The facility covered over 1,500 acres and consisted of 1,120

buildings, including rows of wooden barracks, 7 chapels, 5 theaters, 9 post

exchanges, a gym, 3 libraries, 4 telephone centers, a post office, a 1,000-

bed hospital, 28 miles of roadway, and

about 11 railheads that fed into the

main line. 

From its opening in 1942 through

the end of the War, Camp Kilmer was

a major transportation hub for U.S.

soldiers traveling to and from the

European Theater. More than 20 divi-

sions with over 1,300,000 servicemen

staged at Camp Kilmer before being

deployed to Europe. The site also

hosted various Allied units before they

were sent elsewhere for training.

With the ending of hostilities in

1945, the camp became the main

receiving center for soldiers returning

from Europe and the Pacific. By

September 1945 over 300,000 of these

returnees had been processed, and at

times over 5,000 a day were coming

through the Camp. In December

1945, Sgt. Melford Fabricant became

the one millionth soldier to pass

through Camp Kilmer.

Camp Kilmer operated more like a small city than a typical army facil-

ity, and servicemen enjoyed all types of entertainments and activities. The

camp had its own baseball and football teams and hosted exhibition

games with professional clubs from New York. There were 20 softball dia-

monds, 30 volleyball courts, and 160 horseshoe courts available for recre-

ation. The camp had their own band and orchestra, and there were also

dances and movies.

USO Camp Shows put on productions of plays at Camp Kilmer, and the

troops had visits from professional athletes and top Hollywood stars like Betty

Grable.  Benny Goodman performed on the first radio program to be broad-

cast from the camp on March 15, 1945. As many as 21,000 returning troops a

day would be entertained by the USO’s eight-hour continuous shows. 

Joe DiMaggio and comedian Red Skelton, both serving with the

Army, were temporarily assigned to the Camp. DiMaggio autographed

baseballs for wounded soldiers and gave hitting and fielding lessons,

while Skelton made unannounced visits to the hospital for his version of

“laugh therapy.” 

With the end of the war, the activities at the camp began to wind

down, and it was deactivated in the fall

of 1949. It was briefly reactivated for

the Korean War, but by the mid 1950s

nearby Fort Dix had overtaken it as the

major processing point in the area.

Camp Kilmer’s last major role came

near the end of 1956 when it served as

the receiving center for those fleeing

the Hungarian Revolution during

“Operation Mercy.”

By the 1960s much of the camp’s

properties and land were dispersed.

Today, there is a Vocational Training

Center located at the site as well as

housing and schools.

The Northeast Region–New York

office has records from

the Office of the Chief of

Transportation (RG 336),

which was established in

the War Department’s

Services of Supply (SOS),

Transportation Division,

in 1942. The Office was

abolished in 1964. Within

the United States, this

agency administered a vari-

ety of field installations and

functions, including ports of

embarkation, port agen-

cies, transportation depots, offices, and zones. The records document the

movement of troops and materials, and include correspondence, orders,

reports, and unit histories. The Northeast Region’s RG 336 holdings

include a Historical Record of Camp Kilmer, New Jersey, 1945.  
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Mourning of FDR at the Kilmer Bowl, 1945

Like the rest of the stricken nation, Camp Kilmer

mourned the untimely passing of President

Franklin Delano Roosevelt. The gathering for the

special memorial service in his honor filled the

Kilmer Bowl to capacity.

First Baby Born in the Station Hospital at Camp Kilmer

The eight pound, 111/2 ounce boy, named Edward, Jr., was

born on March 2, 1945 was considered to be “strictly GI”

with his mother being a former WAC and his father a

Staff Sergeant.
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Cheer Cart Bringing the Hospital PX to

Bedridden Patients, 1945

RG 336; Records of the Office of the Chief

of Transportation

Historical Record of Camp Kilmer, N.J.

NARA–Northeast Region, New York
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