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Finding the Fantastic

 Gold doubloons, crusted cannons, and silver 
bars are some of the treasures as-
sociated with ancient shipwrecks.  I 
wasn’t looking for any of those fabu-
lous artifacts.  I was looking for a very 
special ship, the only one of its kind.  
The ship I was looking for was 30 
miles from the ocean and built by the 
phone company.  There are pictures 
of the B.L.D.L.C.S. Fantastic, the Bell 
Labs Dry Land Cable Ship.  But where 
exactly was it?  There were pictures 
and an article in Life Magazine which 
wrote “To 
save time 
and mon-
ey, and 
p e r m i t 
studies of 
the prob-
lem under 
controlled 
c o n d i -
tions, a 
m o c k - u p 
of a ca-
ble-laying 
ship – dubbed the Fantastic—has been built on a New 
Jersey hilltop….Winches whine as long sections of cable 
are pulled up from the “hold” and played out “overboard” 
as if the Fantastic were truly at sea.”  
 A September 1959 Observer Tribune article pro-
vides some clues to the location “When Bell Laboratories 

men step “ashore” from the cable ship, 
they are 900 feet above sea level on the 
slopes of windy Telephone Hill in the Lab-
oratories’ 120 acre test center near Ches-
ter.  Above them the structure stands 
50 feet high, extending nearly 200 feet 

from stem 
to stern.”  I 
s e a r c h e d 
a v a i l a b l e 
maps includ-
ing the final 
plat for the 
50 North Rd. 
property with-
out finding 
Fan tas t i c ’s 
“berth”.  Fi-
nally, a map 
in the 2009 
“Preliminary 
Assessment 
Report – Lu-
cent Tech-

nologies, Inc. (Alca-
tel-Lucent Property)” 

showed an outline of the “former cable 
ship” east of what is known as Sewards 
Hill.  Was “Telephone Hill” the same as 
Sewards Hill?  The 900 feet elevation 
was correct and a 200 foot ship could 
have reached from the spot to the side of 
Sewards Hill.  
 A search of aerial photography 
on Bing.com was inconclusive, but Goo-
gle’s satellite photo showed evidence of 
construction in the right location.  I will 
do ground truth in the fall.  One mystery 
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solved.  Another mystery awaits: the 1959 
Observer Tribune article writes of the 
Fantastic, “The structure is the only one 
of its kind in the world.  It stands several 
hundred yards from the underground “dry 
land ocean,” another unique Bell Labora-
tories facility, which was announced last 
year”.  OK an underground dry land ocean 
by Bell Labs, this I’ve got to find also.
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