Salem County, a NJ cycling destination, grapples with safety issues after death of Gaudreau brothers 9/6/24, 6:24 AM
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Salem CGounty, a rural NJ cycling destination,
grapples with safety issues after death of
Gaudreau brothers

In July, another cyclist was struck and killed by an impaired driver in Salem County.

Richie Mathers, an Assistant Coach on a youth team that Johnny Gaudreau played for, visits the
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Salem County, a NJ cycling destination, grapples with safety issues after death of Gaudreau brothers

memorial for brothers Johnny and Matthew Gaudreau, where the accident happened, in |... Read more
Jessica Griffin / Staff Photographer

by Jason Nark
Published Sept. 6, 2024, 5:00 a.m. ET

On the edge of a Salem County cornfield noisy with late-summer crickets,
a woman pulled her car off into the grass Wednesday morning, made the

sign of the cross, and knelt in the gravel and broken glass.

She placed a bouquet of yellow flowers among the others, the memorial
of hockey sticks, pucks, and jerseys on County Route 551 for brothers
Johnny and Matty Gaudreau growing larger by the hour. Johnny, a star
forward in the NHL, and Matty, who played at Boston College and various
minor league teams, were riding bicycles here, in Oldmans Township, on
Aug. 29 when a driver under the influence of alcohol ran them down,
killing them both just hours before their sister’s wedding. Their funeral

is next week .

“Fly high, Johnny Hockey,” someone wrote on a Flyers jersey with black

marker.

The road where Gaudreau brothers were cycling looks like many in
Salem County, and it represents both the draw and challenge of cycling
here. Its scenic two-lane road winds past fields, farms, and wildflowers,
but lawn signs complain about nearby warehouse development. Heavy,
multi-axle dump trucks flyback and forth. There is no dedicated bike lane
on the road and less than a foot of shoulder, perhaps less, between the

painted white line and the grass.
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Salem County, a NJ cycling destination, grapples with safety issues after death of Gaudreau brothers

FILE - Columbus Blue Jackets' Johnny Gaudreau looks on during an NHL hockey game against the
Philadelphia Flyers, Tuesday, April 11, 2023, in Philadelphia. (AP Photo/Chris Szagola, File)

Chris Szagola / AP

The rural roads of Salem Gounty

Salem County, about 30 miles south of Philadelphia, is New Jersey’s most
rural county. It’s home to the nation’s oldest weekly rodeo and roadside
tomato stands, with tens of thousands of acres of preserved farmland.
When people wonder where exactly the “Garden” is in the Garden State,

it’s Salem County.

The county’s long country roads are popular with cyclists too and on any
given weekend, you’ll see hundreds pedaling hard past the cows and
swamps along Kings Highway or in the marshes that intersect the Salem
Nuclear Plant. People come from surrounding counties to ride in Salem,
from Philadelphia too, and Delaware, just over the bridge, said Mike
Fraser, owner of Sneakers & Spokes, a bicycle shop in downtown

Woodstown.
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All of them are looking for a refuge, Fraser said, thinking rural Salem

County would be a safe haven for cycling.

“Obviously not,” Fraser said Wednesday morning in his busy shop, about

5 miles from the crash scene.

While some rural roads have lower traffic volumes and speed limits, the
perception that they’re safer is mostly a myth. On the road where the
Gaudreau brothers were cycling, signs were spiked into lawns,
complaining about nearby warehouse development, an issue many
cyclists vented to the Inquirer about. There was no dedicated bike lane
on the road and less than a foot of shoulder, perhaps less, between the
painted white line and the grass.
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Mike Fraser, owner of Sneakers and spokes in Woodstown, NJ, September 4, 2024.
Jessica Griffin / Staff Photographer

The New Jersey Bicycle and Pedestrian Resource Center at Rutgers
University said rural roads have higher risks for cyclists because of
lighting issues, the potential for unchecked speeding, and narrow widths.

There are fewer sidewalks, signage, and crosswalks too.

According to the National Highway Transportation Administration, 20
percent of the U.S. population lives in rural areas, but 40 percent of all
traffic deaths occur on rural roads. Sangeeta Badlani, founder of Families
for Safe Streets New Jersey, said there is a 36 percent increase in cyclist

deaths in the state compared to this time last year.

Partner Content

INDEPENDENCE BLUE CROSS
Dribbling and coping skills? HeadFirst us«
to talk about mental health

“We don’t have a safe infrastructure,” Badlani, who lost a son in a vehicle

crash, said.

When Fraser heard about the death of the Gaudreau brothers, he
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22

thought, ““Oh no, not again.” In July, Douglass Nutt, a 62-year-old Boy
Scout master who worked in the insurance industry, was run down and
killed by another impaired driver while cycling past farmland on Shirley

Road in Upper Pittsgrove.
Fraser said a doctor recommended Nutt get a bicycle for some exercise.

“And that’s a beautiful road he was on. It’s a road that all of us gravitate
toward. It’s got five feet of clear shoulder and vision for miles and this
still happened,” he said.

Opening night of Cowtown Rodeo in Pilesgrove, Salem County in 2018.
Tim Tai / Staff Photographer

Fraser said Salem County has seen its share of development too,
bringing in more traffic and larger, heavier vehicles. On Route 40, which
once traversed the entire width of the country, vast stretches of
warehouses are being built on former farms. Outside of Fraser’s shop, on
Route 45, dump trucks, construction equipment, and tractor-trailers

were barreling through Wednesday morning.

Fraser’s vowed to do something about bicycle safety in Salem County,
saying he’s “had enough” in a recent post on the shop’s Facebook page.
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“I’ve had way too many close calls with distracted drivers speeding in
excess of 100 mph and triaxle dump trucks close enough I could have
touched them,” he wrote. “I obey the laws riding my bike. I wear bright
clothes, ride with blinking lights, and yet all that seems futile with some

drivers who could care less.”

Fraser said he’s planning a town hall in Woodstown as soon as he can
and he’s reached out to local elected officials, including Assemblyman

Dave Bailey Jr.

“I don’t want it to be a ranting event. There has to be ideas and I'm being
inundated with ideas,” he said. “For one, we need to talk about dedicated

bike lanes or wider shoulders.”
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Mike Fraser, owner of Sneakers and spokes in Woodstown, NJ, September 4, 2024.
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Jessica Griffin / Staff Photographer

Bailey, in a statement to the Inquirer, said he’s ready to help.

“I’'m an avid bike rider and I've spent a lot of time riding on Salem
County roads, so I know firsthand that we have some of the least bike-
friendly infrastructure in the state. I plan to work with county and local
leaders to find ways to make biking safer here, including expanding trail

options as an alternative to on-road cycling,” he said.

‘T'm selling my bike’

Fraser said he’d also like elected officials to help Salem County get
connected to a larger network of state rail trails, to separate cyclists from
motor vehicle traffic.

“If I could get everyone off the road and onto gravel, I would,” he said.

Andrew Varga, a 45-year-old Woodstown resident who took up cycling to
deal with PTSD after serving in the Marine Corps in Iraq, said he rides
with lights on his bicycle, day or night. He and Fraser also use a radar
detection system mounted to the back of the bikes that informs the rider,

via a computer on the handlebars about approaching cars.

“I did about 80 miles on Sunday and almost got hit by a cop who pulled

out from a dirt road,” he said.

Varga, who also lamented the warehouse construction and traffic it
brings, said he isn’t sure what could be done to make Salem County safer

for cyclists. One friend, he said, has quit all together.
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“He called me after this happened and said ‘I’'m done. I'm selling my

bike’y” Varga said.

On Wednesday, at the memorial for the Gaudreau brothers, some cars
slowed to look. At least one motorist honked in frustration, swerving into
the opposite lane to speed past. A woman who came to pay her respects

shook her head in frustration.

“I would never ride a bike here,” she said.

Jessica Griffin / Staff Photographer

https://www.inquirer.com/news/new-jersey/salem-county-bike-safety-gaudreau-20240906.html Page 9 of 35


http://d.adroll.com/click/?adroll_insertion_id=fc2c930c348baae9dd835f7aa699e7a5&adroll_height=250&adroll_width=300&site_url=http%3A//inquirer.com&adroll_pixalate_click_url=https%3A//adrta.com/c%3Fclid%3Dar%26paid%3Dar%26avid%3DNK6Z3ASX4VAKVHOOIPWYY4%26caid%3DKUWCV5T26FGNDISS5DOYXI%26plid%3DCBTJCPQ2NNESJC6FQL6HE6%26siteId%3Dinquirer.com%26kv1%3D300x250%26publisherId%3D26144%26kv2%3Dinquirer.com%26kv3%3D75c2b57d2a4686afdad0be41ec08ccf4%26kv4%3D104.28.57.248%26kv7%3DDQ%26kv10%3D%5BISP%5D%26kv11%3D8149001695430293733150044533052953030%26kv18%3D%26kv19%3D%5BDevice_ID%5D%26kv24%3DDesktop&adroll_ad_payload=__HIA5IBkwHFA3_IA3sAAY1TS4sjVRROVbcDajvoCI26CiqDi05Sdeveegw2QzqPTidNHpN0Ho1YVN1bVal0KlWpJJ2eXsigq5EWdDEu2o0vRFwJoujS6cuMj7oBQVBEXQjiD3A3KmPSjqCzmrs4F75zDuc73znn55jK09V6E9TzoKrI5fxWtayUUT1bLbSX6Gq5U882lBxoFTNwo6hcqrS3W8X2Ml3NbDSKmWoNlMu5ejEj52vbciEnP05vd8fjYHQhlZpOp8netD_xTCtMYt9LBaFPJng8SnWNkEyN0EoRa88PUxcnY08f-ZMQW-sGCf1-__wC8SziTrz10BoboWON3YFzCmPDCwzXGayfJp83CB6vO-nF2_DA2AFqQ5_IXXPQC2BPPayR_X5j57AvW9ip7uez3ctQlGvVfKaJSumwMbS67f5-Ju87PVUsNNP1oqzvOlhv5g7IKDwsYTHXOQilBu70WnutTdhU6t0c7LR138fVzUYlo2VbxY3BZrXgHqZ3KpeHg9oTc81K8q6UrrdhM11qFiqVrWqr04EqXS3ttOaFG0DOb5azW_U6ylY67a0Ls5g-uPEsfcTsG3hPN_0DPQhdPG84f_Mcf-Odz49-unrtKHqJsvc-_ujTt1ZK15-bxR6b3p4cT0YJyxiNE6IZXaUr7mA4ccN_xI6OKV9JR2_M7B--l6M373K-_XD0bjr68vjORFx_EH1Fn5GgTWRoGqKCNM0CGIoI2qIFiaZpwBQwUUVJ0gQUfX3zzPJrs-XwgZejaM7ws19_--7DFz_5ZfbqvwwjRmPRrW-XrkR_LMyfC_PXNSGpAZVxS5QzGXeOPiQKMAnUJFKSAM7xJ2mcCJJIbBOZlmXYKpJsU0XIxAASQVYIIIx7isZtTYKCBDSoapqJkEQMZJoynAdAAxEMGPf0vQRp_9eEcRfp2WyuVLkU33ad7mLdGJdmdpxxtRPGEbo0DjDj3Dv_Ho0xbnAvjI-uM-6Vu2v9TjnC-PaMq73-PuM79OxoGEwcfV_RAdJFjfG7J4x__nQvGO_NYiv-LcYPo28Y_wJNOYbnGbrrzacXWOH8IILAImsJUUgiVZPXxCTSVFlcS0hJRVYklfFX6P1CUgBABBAw_gsaVxAGJprzM6CsyoZNDCKYFhQtLKgY25Dxsx9jj7oJwbQVU7JtZBsKURUNsuXtE3bfB_TB_1wlO9Ody_Q3xAx_zAUJ1JHSB5Xgtrw&adroll_subnetwork=r&cpm=E3C01DCC5B7C3F26&adroll_network=n&s=525384327C398A8C&desturl=https%3A//www.jwlumber.com/products/hardware/dekor/%3Futm_source%3Dadroll%26utm_medium%3Dretargeting%26utm_campaign%3Ddekor%26adct%3DgAAAAABm2tg2lfMFz9ctKeMXRiS9OqKdSSffleoVkNIcgTYRKAa4bNcQkz1p1CALC46SJYO5SdH5E1astMcde48smbC-axEDdxEkY7fRXOtcIhcckLGTNhvGdo4XN-Xnp5uXnGeHrWep&clickurl=https%3A//beacon-nf.rubiconproject.com/beacon/v3/rs/iad2/0/2c724850-3bdf-486d-9da4-ce56de5cf471/0/XLFdGpugJkek8BhFwzHXkSTMbIE/%3Furl%3D

Salem County, a NJ cycling destination, grapples with safety issues after death of Gaudreau brothers 9/6/24, 6:24 AM

The memorial for brothers Johnny and Matthew Gaudreau, where the accident happened, in NJ.
Jessica Griffin / Staff Photographer
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