Minutes of the Meeting of the

Historic New Bridge Landing Park Commission

March 5, 2009

 

I.               Open Public Meetings Statement
Secretary K. Wright read the Open Public Meetings Act Statement and Chairman M. Trepicchio opened the meeting at 7:05 PM

 

II.             Commissioners’ Attendance
 

A. Dib; M. Donohue; J. Heffernan; W. J. Oddie; A. Strobel; A. Subrizi; M. Trepicchio.
Excused: J. Bellis
Also present: K. Wright, Secretary; D. Powell, President, Bergen County Historical Society; Rebecca Fitzgerald, Superintendent, Ringwood State Park; Lou Kahn, Teaneck;. Ed Schreyer, Trustee, BCHS.

 

III.           Review of Minutes
 

The Minutes of the Meeting of February 5, 2009 were reviewed and the following corrections made: Under VI. Continuing Business, C. Signage Committee, to the sentence “Signage Committee Chairwoman A. Subrizi broke the project into three elements, graphic design, fabrication and placement, suggesting our goal should be to see what we can do in-house and proceed from there,” A. Subrizi would like to add: “but we still may want to involve professionals, if it is beyond what we can do.” Under VI. Continuing Business, G. Demolition of Saw Shop, where it reads, “Bob King,” it should read, “Bob Kunz.” Commissioner A. Strobel added to the discussion on the Campbell-Christie House that the consultants conducted a building inspection on July 18, 2008 and pulled up the floorboards to look at the underlying joists. He also noted that Carol Messer had given Chairman M. Trepicchio a “Change in Scope and Request for Additional Services” on September 4, 2008, but Chairman Trepicchio noted that this was merely an outline and Carol at the time said she was unprepared to answer any questions about it and would return at a later date prepared to discuss, which she never did. Motion to approve the Minutes as corrected: A. Dib; Second, M. Donohue. Motion carried.

 

IV.            Calendar
 

Chwame Gischuch, the Lenape New Year, at the History Café, March 22, 2009, 1-4 PM, featuring Bob Wills of the Sunrise Trading Post.

The Hudson 400 at the History Café, April 5, 2009, 1-4 PM, featuring Kevin Wright on his forthcoming book, 1609, A Country Which Was Never Lost.

Pinkster Fest, A Colonial Celebration of Spring, May 3, 2009, 1-4 PM. Program w ill include community boat building project.

 

The Bergen County Historical Society also conducts monthly lecture programs at the Second Reformed Church in Hackensack on the third Thursday. The Revolutionary War Roundtable meets the last Tuesday of the month in the Iron Horse Inn, Westwood, NJ. For additional information on Society programs and events, visit: www.bergencountyhistory.org
 

V.             Chair’s Report
Chairman M. Trepicchio said there are a lot of signs of activity and we look forward to the remediation of the BAPCO property. He also noted Tom Laverty forwarded information on the Saw Shop, indicating progress on that side of the river, saying they were on track to remove asbestos from the building, preparatory to demolition. We can look forward to Governor Corzine signing the legislation, which passed the reconciliation process in the Senate, 39-0. We are all looking forward to getting the new commission up and running.

Chairman Trepicchio offered special thanks to Jeanne Mroczko, Acting Director of the Division of Parks & Forestry, and Superintendent Eric Pain for opening the Steuben House for the celebration of Washington’s Birthday on February 22nd, which 350-400 people attended. This was our second big weekend in a row, the History Café featuring Brenda Miller, of Myerstown, Pa., an expert at Scherenschnitte, the art of papercutting with scissors, also being a success with about 150 visitors during the afternoon. The Bergen County Historical Society has been expanding programming with great success and its membership is continually growing. The story at Historic New Bridge Landing is of great interest and second to none and we will continue to expand upon it as time goes on. He thanked everyone for their steadfastness and for keeping the ball rolling. He also thanked all our legislators for their support. The unanimous approval of both houses of the Legislature is some recognition for what we have accomplished here. We need to keep this moving in the right direction, accelerating our progress.

 

VI.            Continuing Business
 

A.      BAPCO Site Remediation
Chairman M. Trepicchio thanked Secretary K. Wright for sending out meeting notes for the meeting at the River Edge Borough Hall, which Mayor Peg Watkins hosted. The remediation process is on target and will hopefully be completed before June, when the corrugated fence will be gone at last. He noted that some thirty to forty thousand cars daily pass on Hackensack Avenue. Until the County widens the road and reconfigures the intersection, there will be a four-rail wooden fence along the Hackensack avenue side of the property.

 

B.      Property Acquisitions
Vice-Chairwoman M. Donohue reported on her latest assignment, saying she has done a lot of work so far on the project of relocating the PSE&G equipment on Main Street, opposite the Steuben House. She noted there are three signs on the fence, warning people of high voltage, danger and no trespassing. She felt that this was not an attraction to Historic New Bridge Landing and the equipment could be safely relocated. So that she would not be working at cross-purposes with the Borough of River Edge, she first investigated whether or not the removal of this equipment would be a loss in ratables, but learned that it would not be. Because of its location in a flood plain and its loss during the April 2007 flood, the Mayor will cooperate in relocating the yard to better and higher ground.

 

C.      HNBL Signage Project and Committee
Chairman M. Trepicchio noted the bid from Brian Altman was rejected because the bidder did not figure in the cost of fabricating an entrance sign, as they were supposed to do. We had talked about the possibility of bringing the project in-house and that Deborah Powell, who is a professional art director with experience in sign design, is investigating the cost of fabricating a sign of our own design. She thought a 5’ by 7’ sign would cost around $6,000, depending on its complexity and material of construction. We should therefore look to bring this project in-house, producing signs within a month or two. Apparently expenditures below $17,500 require only phone quotes, but a considerable amount of paperwork for the successful bidder to complete. Chairman Trepicchio asked the Signage Committee to meet and discuss the design of a sign, how many we should order and for what locations.

 

D.      BCHS Museum Building/Fundraising
 

  E.      Society Report
BCHS President D. Powell reported that the Society’s two events in February were a great success due to good publicity. She thanked the Division of Parks & forestry for cooperating in opening the house, which allowed almost 400 people to attend the Washington’s Birthday Ball. With further cooperation, we will have the house open for the upcoming History cafes, featuring Bob Wills, of the Sunrise Trading Post, for Chwame Gischuch, the Lenape New Year, on March 22nd and the Kevin Wright’s Hudson 400 talk on April 5th. We will celebrate Pinkster on May 3rd.

 

F.      $100,000 State Appropriation
Chairman M. Trepicchio noted branding and marketing are important, but we presently need to reconsider our options, given the repeated failure of the bidding process to accomplish these goals. He asked whether we should return to the bidding process for another try on this or whether we should investigate projects that might achieve a more immediate impact. He discussed the advantages of breaking down the $100,000 appropriation into parcels of $17,5000 to be spent on a number of achievable projects, such as signage. If we were to spend $17,500 for signs of our own design, then how should the remainder be spent? He threw out several suggestions, including some reproduction furnishings for the Steuben House, once we gain administrative control. He also suggested removing the Steuben House parking lot as a modern intrusion, leaving only one or two handicapped parking spaces at the dead-end of the street, and resurfacing the Pizza Town lot for parking. To achieve this, we would probably need to build a sidewalk along Main Street between the new parking lot and the Steuben House to provide a safe passage for visitors. This project would, of course, require the Bergen County Historical Society’s approval, since it is their land. He noted the advantages of these projects in fulfilling our goal of removing modern intrusions from the core area and appropriately introducing infrastructure that improves the movement of people on the exterior of the historic property. Again, since Bergen County Historical Society lands are involved, this would require their pre-approval. Asking for additional ideas and suggestions, he appointed an Appropriation Committee to discuss the breakdown of the remaining funds available to us, naming Mary Donohue, Al Dib and himself (ex officio). He also named the following committee to consider the issue of reproduction furnishings for the Steuben House, namely, W. John Oddie, Ed Schreyer, Kevin Wright and Deborah Powell. He concluded by saying that it would be exciting to put something out there that people can see and touch.

 

G.      Demolition of Saw Shop
Besides the report from Tom Laverty mentioned in te Chair’s Report, Chairman Trepicchio also relayed information that the State Historic Preservation Office had not given final approval for the demolition permit.

 

H.      Steuben House/Historic Structures Report & Discovery Project
Al Payne has our comments and will incorporate into bid document.

 

I.      Amended Legislation
The State Senate passed the reconciliation bill on February 23, 2009, 39-0. As soon as we know when the Governor will come for a signing ceremony, we will relay the information to the commissioners.

 

J.      Campbell-Christie House Addition of Kitchen Wing and Structural Repairs
Chairman M. Trepicchio said he had an issue to discuss about the County of Bergen, noting that Bergen County Parks Director, Raymond Dressler, sent a Bergen County police officer to deliver a letter to Deborah Powell’s private residence in River Edge on Friday the 13th of February, regarding supposed structural deficiencies at the Campbell-Christie House. He didn’t know if this was normal protocol, but he regarded it as an abuse of power. Reading the letter, he noted it said the County’s consulting architect and structural engineer had determined structural deficiencies to exist, based on information or reports the County received on February 3, 2009, November 27, 2007 and October 28, 2008. These documents indicate that the west chimney has stress cracks and may be subject to failure. The first floor meets the code requirements of 50 lbs. per square foot, but based upon existing conditions, shall be limited to “small scale visitation.” The letter also indicates that no public activity is permissible in the attic level. The letter also states that Mike Trepicchio, “acting either individually or as Chairman of the Historic New Bridge Landing Park Commission,” had changed the locks on the Campbell-Christie House and further demanded he provide the County with keys immediately so they could monitor structural conditions. The cover letter accompanied a UCC NJ Notice of Unsafe Structure, dated February 5, 2009, signed by Robert Byrnes, River Edge Building Inspector. It also incorrectly listed the “County of Bergen” as the owner in fee of the property at 2101-1209 Main Street, River Edge, when in fact the Bergen County Historical Society owns the property. The building inspector listed the date of inspection as February 5, 2009, noting that he based his determination of structural problems upon a report from the County dated February 3, 2009, two days before the February 5th meeting of the Historic New Bridge Landing Park Commission.

Chairman Trepicchio noted the River Edge official never was in the house on the date of the inspection, but acted on third party information. Chairman Trepicchio corrected the mistaken assertion in the cover letter that he acted either “individually or as Chairman of the Historic New Bridge Landing Park Commission,” stating he acted as chairman of the Bergen County Historical Society’s Building and Grounds Committee, which has responsibility for the security of the Society’s property. He noted the lease not only doesn’t entitle the County to a key, but also states that the County is not responsible for the contents of the house, which includes valuable artifacts and other furnishings, a gift shop and occasionally money. He further noted he told Janet Strom, via email, when she notified him in January of her intention of entering the house, that no one from the Society was available on that date and to suggest another more convenient time. He noted she only had keys because she was an officer of the Society and Chairwoman of the Society’s Museum Committee. Secretary Kevin Wright said when he came to the Steuben House in 1981 the County had no key to the Campbell-Christie House. He often accommodated General Services by opening the house before or after work or during his lunch period, since he could not leave the Steuben House during work hours. This was the procedure for twenty years and he gladly contributed his free time to make things work. When Janet Strom quit as BCHS Secretary, she lost her right to a key. Since the Society had no control on how many keys were out there, it was considered prudent to change the locks and re-issue keys to authorized persons. If the County needs access, they have only to suggest an appropriate and convenient time and date to the Society. Moreover, since the Bergen County Historical Society is landlord and subtenant of the property, the River Edge building inspector failed to notify the true property owner that their tenant, the County of Bergen, was maintaining an unsafe structure on their lands.

Chairman Trepicchio reiterated that the building inspector was acting on third party information. The letter of February 3, 2009, references three correspondences between consultants and the County. There is reference to a letter dated October 28, 2008, which HJGA addressed to Carol Messer, Director, of the Division of Cultural & Historic Affairs, which specifically refers to design development drawings. He noted neither the Bergen County Historical Society nor the Historic New Bridge Landing Park Commission were informed or invited to that meeting.  An attachment states that James J. Hoffman made several visits to the site to remove architectural fabric to help guide design developments. The second letter, which James Hoffman addressed to Margaret Hickey of HJGA on October 28, 2008, was revised on February 3, 2009, indicating that the chimney was built on the floorboards, violating masonry practices, and that the attic was not suitable for public use. Secretary K. Wright noted the attic was never open to the public and that, when he became President, he no longer held board meeting there, not because of concern for the floor loading, which letters from the County Architect in 1977 indicated was safe for such purposes, but because he felt the single narrow winding staircase made it unsuitable for such purposes. Nearly the same situation pertained in the Steuben House, where the attic was open as a museum display until 2001. He also noted the County entirely reconstructed the attic level of the house, including the chimneys, in 1977, so that structural conditions were directly attributable to the quality of their work.

Chairman Trepicchio noted that the most telling reference was to a letter dated November 2007, addressed to Margaret Hickey, which states the determination of structural conditions are based upon a visual inspection made in November 2005, solely for HJGA and the County of Bergen. Chairman Trepicchio asked why it took so long to develop concern for the information contained in this report, which includes a disclaimer saying that no tests were conducted on the structural elements in question.

Chairman Trepicchio asked County representative A. Strobel whether or not he was aware of this information prior to the Commission meeting on February 5th and, if so, why he did not bring it to our attention despite specifically being asked if he knew of or had such information? Chairman Trepicchio noted that a copy was faxed to his office on the morning of February 6th. He wanted to know why—all of a sudden—this information was delivered to us in this manner, after it was in the County’s purview for three months? After repeatedly asking for this kind of information, he felt it was reprehensible for it to come out in this way. If the County’s representative on the Commission didn’t know, then this is the County’s fault.

Commissioner A. Strobel stated that he expressed the need to have a “presentation” at the January meeting. He noted a request for Additional Services report that Carol presented on September 2, 2008. He explained that he’s done his best to convey a process. He said we can debate whether the Society’s participation was adequate, but the consultants were not able to see underneath the floorboards because of the materials on the floor. He said again that a “Change in Scope and Request for Additional Services” was presented in September 2008. He said the past several months have been very stressful and frustrating and that he had made every effort to advance the cause, but somehow, it unraveled. Chairman M. Trepicchio noted that the resistance was from the County’s side, reminding everyone that the County Executive opposed the legislation by a last-minute call to Senator Robert Gordon, right before the Senate Environment Committee met for a hearing on the bill. Was that friendly? After Commissioner A. Subrizi indicated that the local police delivered mail to her door as a Councilwoman, Vice-Chairwoman M. Donohue said the police similarly delivered the agenda to her when she was a Councilwoman in River Edge, but that she felt the use of a county police officer in this instance was “an abuse of power.”

Chairman M. Trepicchio summarized the discussion, saying that he’d been asking for this information for a year without response or results. Commissioner A. Strobel explained he had done his best to get information, but felt the frustration, some of which is directed at the County in general. Commissioner A. Subrizi suggested the County was miffed at not being invited to the meeting with the Governor in March 2008. Chairman Trepicchio stated that he was not directing his frustration at Adam personally, but as the County’s representative. He noted he had repeatedly attempted to open a dialogue with Brian Hague, the County Executive’s Chief of Staff. Whereas for decades the County’s involvement was limited to General Service maintaining the mechanical systems of the Campbell-Christie House, paying utilities and making structural repairs as and when requested, as per the lease, the trouble started when the Division of Cultural & Historic Affairs began to enlarge the relationship, wrongly assuming the role of a “management entity.” He stated that when this exaggerated role began, he sent a copy of the lease to Carol Messer, but was rebuffed by her stating, “I know what the lease says.”

When asked what our response to the notice of unsafe structure would be, Chairman Trepicchio noted that the County had been served with the notice, which indicates daily fines after August 31st if the cited conditions are not repaired, so it behooves the County to come forward with the documentation indicating what needs to be done, so the Commission can decide. The so-called “Change in Scope and Request for Additional Services” from September 2008 was only an outline, which Carol Messer was not prepared to discuss at the time. He agreed the Commission must address the structural issues—no one is suggesting otherwise; it is the Commission’s statutory responsibility. He noted the County showed no interest in even recognizing the Commission’s jurisdiction under state statute or of bringing the matter to the Society’s or the Commission’s attention until they suddenly wanted our cooperation in another project, namely, the Coles Brook bridge for the Hackensack River Pathway, which requires an easement over Society property and would damage the site of the original tidal gristmill at the south end of New Bridge Landing. He noted the Society will not even consider enlarging their relationship with the County until they are fairly treated on their own lands with respect for the lease they have, which allowed the County to place the Campbell-Christie House on their grounds in exchange for certain commitments. Engineer Robert Costa showed up in January with grandiose plans, but we were not interested until we resolve the outstanding issues. It was then and only then the County showed up at the February Commission meeting, offering to present” their report on the Campbell-Christie House.

Chairman M. Trepicchio indicated the Historic Structure Report for the Campbell-Christie House is “overreaching.” Several commissioners suggested that it be reduced to several pages dealing only with the structural issues and relevant architectural history and that the offensive portions, which disrespect the Society’s sole right to determine the use and historic restoration of the structure, be excised. He also noted a “draft” letter, sent by County Parks Director Raymond Dressler to Senator Loretta Weinberg, through Robert Costa, acting as an engineering consultant for the County, which indicates the County would like to transfer its lease with the Society to the Historic New Bridge Landing Park Commission, together with sufficient funds to compensate for the remaining years of the County’s commitment to make repairs and pay utility costs, setting the model for other partners to follow. Unfortunately, as a state park commission, these funds would go into the General Treasury, so any “buy-out” of the lease would have to be concluded with the actual property owner, the Bergen County Historical Society. Unfortunately, this was offered as a quid pro quo in exchange for approval of the pathway bridge onto Society lands. As such, it was rejected.

Chairman M. Trepicchio concluded by saying that HJGA needs to be here for the April meeting and that we need to receive copies of all relevant correspondence, emails, reports and meeting notes relevant to the Historic Structures report or the proposed kitchen wing, which was designed at a cost of $39,000 several years ago. The County can either provide us this documentation voluntarily or we will seek it through an OPRA request.

Commissioner A. Strobel returned to the discussion about the scope of work they put out there and explained what was done in 2005, when meetings were held and the final document provided, how materials had to be removed from the attic to allow inspection, which was done in April and July of last year. He found it hard to swallow that the Society was not “substantially involved.” Chairman Trepicchio again noted the document offered was only an outline that Carol Messer was not prepared to address when she presented it. Secretary K. Wright noted that it was not the County’s right to unilaterally decide what constituted the Society’s substantial involvement or to pick whom it wanted to be the Society’s representatives. He said he would mail out a copy of his comments on the Historic Structures Report, which he sent to Carol Messer in August 2007, showing that he only contributed to the historical background on the house and saw nothing more or else. These comments wee sent only a few months before the report was supposedly finalized. Commissioner Strobel said he would “work to do what is right.” He suggested the notice should have been sent by certified mail, but that everything up to that point was “cordial.” Commissioner Strobel suggested that Robert Costa acted in frustration about getting no response, sending the notice of structural deficiency in this way. He also said he had made no progress reports over the years, despite admonitions from Chairman Griffin that the Commission would have to approve the work proposed for the Campbell-Christie House, because the consulting team had not prepared updates for him. He also claimed the issue of the river pathway “is not related to this building.”

Chairman M. Trepicchio reiterated that he wants to work with the County and he does not want an adversarial relationship. He repeated that he had asked officially for this information and doesn’t get it. It’s the County’s obligation to provide the necessary documentation for this Commission to review. While he is prepared to rebuild the relationship with the County, he still doesn’t have a good feeling about the process. He noted that the sign on Hackensack Avenue suggests that this is a “County Park” when the County doesn’t own any land here, other than a right-of-way to enlarge the road, but only two structures, the Campbell-Christie House, which sits on Society land, and the old bridge. He noted that this really isn’t an “antique” structure, but was largely rebuilt in 1977, incorporating the old walls and some timbers. He suggested again that the County present the structural information and remove the rest. He asked who had the power to get rid of the unnecessary and overreaching material in the report? Carol Messer? Raymond Dressler? He insisted that we have to get past this and move forward, but that it is cathartic to air our differences, so we can start over again on a basis of mutual respect.

 

K.      Demarest House Restoration
 

L.      Master Gardeners Proposal
Chairman M. Trepicchio asked Vice-Chairwoman M. Donohue to reach out and contact Virginia Korteweg to see where we stand with the garden proposal.

 

M.      Capital Spending
 

N.      North Hackensack Train Station Name Change
 

O.      Master Plan
Following up on te legislation, Chairman M. Trepicchio reminded everyone that the Executive Committee will rework the existing General Management and Interpretive Plans into a Master Plan format so that we can continue through the review process, including public meetings and bring everyone into the fold.

 

VII.            New Business
A.      Community Boat Building
 

VII.            Adjournment
 

Chairman Trepicchio thanked everyone for their patience and for enduring a long and tedious meeting. The meeting adjourned at 9:47 PM.

 

VIII.            Next Meeting
 

The HNBLPC will meet at 7 PM in the Campbell-Christie House, 1201 Main Street, River Edge, New Jersey, 07661 on April 2, 2009. Future meetings are scheduled for May 7, June 4, July 2, August 6, September 3, October 1, November 5 and December 3, 2009.

