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In 1852, R. B. Osborne, an immigrant Englishman, civil 

engineer, surveyed the route of a railroad line that would run 

from Camden to Absecon Island, in New Jersey, traversing 

the state from the Delaware River to the barrier beaches of 

the sea. He then sketched in the plan of a “bathing village” 

that would surround the eastern terminus of the line. His pen 

flew glibly, framing and naming spacious avenues parallel 

to the shore—Mediterranean, Baltic, Oriental, Ventnor—and 

narrower transsecting avenues: North Carolina, Pennsylvania, 

Vermont, Connecticut, States, Virginia, Tennessee, New York, 

Kentucky, Indiana, Illinois. The place as a whole had no 

name, so when he had completed the plan Osborne wrote 

in large letters over the ocean, “Atlantic City.” No one ever 

challenged the name, or the names of Osborne’s streets.

Monopoly was invented in the early nineteen-thirties by 

Charles B. Darrow, but Darrow was only transliterating 

what Osborne had created. The railroads, crucial to any 

player, were the making of Atlantic City. After the rails were 

down, houses and hotels burgeoned from Mediterranean 

and Baltic to New York and Kentucky. Properties—

building lots—sold for as little as six dollars apiece and 

as much as a thousand dollars. The original investors in 

the railroads and the real estate called themselves the 

Camden & Atlantic Land Company. Reverently, I repeat 

their names: Dwight Bell, William Coffin, John DaCosta, 

Daniel Deal, William Fleming, Andrew Hay, Joseph 

Porter, Jonathan Pitney, Samuel Richards—founders, 

fathers, forerunners, archetypical masters of the quick kill. 

John McPhee, “The Search for Marvin Gardens,” 1972
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