Minutes of the Meeting of the

Historic New Bridge Landing Park Commission

March 25, 2009

 

I.               Open Public Meetings Statement
Secretary K. Wright read the Open Public Meetings Act Statement and Chairman M. Trepicchio opened the meeting at 6:01 PM

 

II.             Commissioners’ Attendance
 

A. Dib; M. Donohue; W. J. Oddie; D. Powell (BCHS Alternate); A. Strobel; A. Subrizi; M. Trepicchio.
Excused: J. Bellis
Also present: Raymond Dressler, Director, Bergen County Parks Department; Senator Loretta Weinberg; Debbie Francica, Chief of Staff; Julie O’Brien, Freeholder; K. Wright, Secretary; Lou Kahn, Teaneck; William Farrelly, BCHS Treasurer; Gus and Laney Merpurgo.

 

III.           Review of Minutes 
 

Normal order of business suspended for special meeting.

 

IV.           Special Meeting
 

Chairman M. Trepicchio thanked Raymond Dressler, Director of the Bergen County Parks Department; for coming. His presentation is our only agenda item for this special meeting.

Director Dressler explained that he started with the County in September and that it has been a whirlwind, since they have many projects going on, including projects involving the Historical Society and the Commission. He felt it is important to get things out on the table and to build what’s best for the Historical Society, for the County, and for the Commission. It is important to find the stumbling blocks and move forward in the best interests of all.

He noted that The County has been designing the river walk in stages, working behind Riverside Square to the bridge behind Route 4, which requires DOT and DEP approval. It is an exhaustive exercise. The next phase will be the section behind Riverside Square Mall, going from Farleigh-Dickinson University to a little loop path behind the mall. They are also in negotiations with property owners to the north to bring the path up to Commerce Way. They plan to cross Coles Brook to New Bridge Landing. This part of the plan involves your holdings and your involvement. He noted the State is using pathways to develop historic sites. They plan to cross the Hackensack River on the historic swing bridge and go through New Milford and Oradell to reach the Water Works. Since there is misinformation going around, he explained that they plan to build a walking bridge, 10 to 12 feet wide; over Coles Brook, the only possibility of vehicular traffic would be small vehicles used by Parks staff. 

Commissioner A. Subrizi said she wanted to go on record saying that the Borough of New Milford is not in favor of a river pathway. The citizens have consistently opposed it. Fifteen homeowners along the river oppose it and, when the County Executive came to explain the County’s plans, he was told that for most of the route it would have to run along the streets.

Commissioner M. Donohue said the Mayor of River Edge has asked for a meeting regarding the pathway entering River Edge.

Mr. Dressler said that if they submitted only one plan to the DEP, it would never happen, that’s why they were breaking it up in phases.

Lou Kahn asked if the old bridge was the only river crossing? Mr. Dressler said, “Yes, the only bridge crossing.”

Backing up from the river walk, Chairman M. Trepicchio suggested to make this work, to make it possible for anything to be done on their property, the County needed to address the breakdown in their relationship with the Commission and the Historical Society. While we may conceptually favor a river walk, the Division of Cultural & Historic Affairs overstepped their bounds and put themselves into some kind of management position, which is unjustified, and the Historical Society is consequently not interested in expanding their relationship with the County. I think the relationship could be easily fixed, but we need to allow for a flow of information to allow the Society and the Commission to do what they are entitled to do under the law and the agreements that bind the parties. We have to begin with what brought the Campbell-Christie House here 32 years ago. The County was encouraged to save this building when it was threatened on its original site, but had no place within convenient distance to place it. The Bergen County Historical Society agreed to accept the house on their lands if the County agreed to take care of the utilities and mechanical systems for a specified period of time. The Society was given the right to occupy the house for its own use as it sees fit, according to its mission. These structural issues go back eight years to the County’s agreement to rebuild a missing kitchen wing. Not only did Adam Strobel, who was then the County Executive’s Chief of Staff, agree to facilitate the process, but he immediately involved Ann Romano, the Director of te Division of Cultural & Historic Affairs, who not only agreed, but who then hired the consultant to design the kitchen wing, which was funded by the County. The “difference in philosophy” expressed in the Historic Structures Report, only arose later, after the wing was being designed, when new people became involved. The Society, which had to be persuaded that this was the right course to take, is now disenchanted with the whole misdirection and waste of effort. A lack of communication started when the Division of Cultural & Historic Affairs decided unilaterally that the Commission and the Historical Society were to be informed only on an “as-needs-to-know” basis, which meant the Commission and the Society didn’t need to know what was going on. Yet, without the Bergen County Historical Society, none of this would exist; none of it would be here for us to enjoy. As a matter of historical fact, the Historical Society donated the right-of-way across its lands in 1950 to prevent the County from building a new highway bridge right beside the Steuben House. With this donation of a right-of-way, the modern road bridge connecting Hackensack Avenue and New Bridge Road was diverted to its present location in 1950, saving the historic battleground from this destructive intrusion. How ironic that we are back to talking about another vehicular bridge in this same sensitive location? The Historical Society’s stewardship here goes back seventy years. The Society has only asked for its rights under the lease and for respect for its ownership of the property. The Historical Society alone has the right to determine how the Campbell-Christie House will be used; it has the right to determine historic restoration. And the Historic New Bridge Landing Park Commission has jurisdiction under state law to coordinate and implement all state, County, municipal and private development plans and other activities relating to the historic preservation of this site.

Mr. Dressler suggested that most people don’t know that there are four stakeholders here: the State, the commission, the Historical Society and the County. He suggested there were too many stakeholders. He indicated the County would be favorable to turning the houses over to one body. He noted that if his Department was not interested in being friendly, he wouldn’t be here tonight. If we don’t turn the page, then projects will stall. He said he was glad to see Senator Weinberg here, where she has been involved for a long time. He would like to see the area bloom.

Secretary K. wright explained that the depiction of the “four stakeholders” involved at New Bridge was not quite accurate. The Historic New Bridge Landing Park Commission is a State Park Commission, in but not of the DEP. The new legislation transfers administration of the historic Steuben House and the other state-owned lands to the Commission. The other buildings stand on the Bergen County Historical Society’s lands, two under lease agreements with the Society, the other two owned by the Society. Thus, as regards the Campbell-Christie House, the Historical Society is the landlord and subtenant. The Historical Society authorizes any and all access to its property and determines its use, so the Historical Society cannot be excluded from the planning process. Thus, there are only two property owners on the west side of the river, the State of NJ through the New Bridge Landing Park Commission, and the Bergen County Historical Society, which also funds all programming and contributes its museum collections as the site site’s principal attraction. The Blauvelt-Demarest Foundation operates the Demarest House on lands leased from BCHS. The County owns two structures: the 1889 Swing Bridge and the walls and mechanical systems of the Campbell-Christie House. The Historical Society is responsible for interior restoration and improvements, while the County maintains the exterior, the mechanical systems and pays utilities for 50 years.

Senator Loretta Weinberg noted she has been involved with Historic New Bridge Landing since 1993. She said the legislature created the commission as a state park commission with representatives from the surrounding towns and the other stakeholders. The County as well as the Society has representatives. The park commission was set up to unify the site under one direction and set of goals. That’s why the Governor has been here. Senator Weinberg perceives this to be a continuing partnership. It is part of the DEP and requires everyone’s cooperation. The history of the last few years has been more troublesome than ever. We need to resolve these issues. It is troubling how the River Edge building inspector became involved and how this notice showed up. She spoke to the County Executive’s Chief of Staff and he may not like the way it is set up, but the County has a voting representative. This is certainly a state commission and there is no question of the commission’s autonomy. This has not been an easy road. She remembered that it was Freeholder D. Bennet Mazur who moved the house here. Regardless of what they think of the arrangement, the County needs to find a way to get done what needs to get done.

Chairman Trepicchio noted the Historical Society wants the County to honor its lease arrangement. The Commission was responsible for finding the $1.5 million Federal grant through former US Senator Torricelli, with Senator Weinberg’s help, to purchase and clean the junkyard. The Commission also facilitated the purchase of the Pizza Town lot for parking. The County’s only responsibility with the Campbell-Christie House is to do structural repairs as requested, to maintain the mechanical systems and exterior finishes, and to pay utilities for the period of fifty years. In the past, the Division of Cultural & Historic Affairs was not much involved, repairs being handled through General Services, and their involvement is the troubling part now.

Chairman Trepicchio said, “We need all our partners.” The Bergen County Historical Society puts on all the programming, almost on a monthly basis, and does a high-quality job. The public benefits tremendously. Now that the NJDEP Division of Parks & Forestry’s administration of the Steuben House is being transferred to the Commission, the Commission is the managing entity. The Historical Society remains the driving force.

Senator Weinberg noted that the site is only thirteen miles from the George Washington Bridge and could become a significant economic engine for the region. Secretary K. Wright added that when he left as curator at the Steuben House for a regional position in 2000, the Steuben House had the largest attendance of any state owned and operated house museum, presenting some of the best programming in New Jersey. Not only is New Bridge Landing not “dead,” but just since January, with the houses open only four afternoons, almost a thousand visitors had already come. Imagine what we could accomplish if everyone pulled in the same direction?

Mr. Dressler said, “My recommendation is to turn over our asset to the Commission, taking our hands out of the pot.” Chairman Trepicchio noted the County lease agreement is with the Bergen County Historical Society, not the Commission, and that the Society would have to be compensated for the value of the remaining commitments undertaken by the County in its lease. 

Mr. Dressler stated that he didn’t want to harp on the structural report tonight, but he thought they could deal with that next week. It was a third party that prepared it, not the Parks Department. He said the reference to the comment he made in a meeting with the Friends of the Teaneck Greenway was misrepresented, that he meant to say “dead-end.” He suggested the footbridge would open the site up to foot traffic.

Senator Weinberg asked if the Commission or the Society had proposed an alternative. Chairman M. Trepicchio said they suggested having the river path come up along Commerce Way to the main parking lot on Hackensack Avenue, where the visitor center would provide restrooms and other amenities. As with Williamsburg or Plymouth Plantation, the plan was to park visitors on the perimeter and have them walk into the historic area, where modern intrusions would be removed to the greatest possible extant. He noted that he presented this alternative to Robert Costa, the County’s engineer on the project, who did not seem at all interested in alternative plans.

Commissioner Strobel said the County agreed to ensure the integrity of the property with an archeological dig. Secretary K. Wright suggested that we were not interested in digging up and removing archeological evidence, but in preserving it in place as an integral part of the story. Chairman Trepicchio noted that we hoped one day to reconstruct the original gristmill on its original site, maybe as a demonstration of renewable power source and “green” energy. He suggested PSE&G might be interested in such a project and that the Commission was already negotiating acquisition of the PSE&G equipment site, where the original millpond was located. Commissioner Strobel indicated that he had a letter written by former Vice-Charwoman Deb Fisk on letterhead in 2005, which indicated the Commission and Society agreed to the bridge proposal. Chairman Trepicchio dismissed such a letter as lacking authorization from the Commission or the Society and valueless. Vice- Chairwoman M. Donohue asked if she wasn’t responsible for the decision to put Pergo flooring in the Steuben House?

Secretary K. Wright noted that the County sent lawyers to discuss the bridge crossing Coles Brook onto Society lands in May 2005. Their proposal was for a bridge rising twelve feet in the air with a forty-five foot ramp for handicapped access running right across the river landing. When he expressed disapproval, they threatened to condemn the property. Commissioner Strobel then offered to have the bridge built on the parking lot section of the PSE&G property with the proposed ramp running west between the PSE&G facility and Main Street, thus eliminating the Society’s involvement. He suggested that any correspondence from D. Fisk covered an entirely different proposal and does not have the Historical Society’s sanction. Secretary Wright said that building the bridge onto the site of the original gristmill, which was the first building built at New Bridge, dating to about 1713, was “highly problematic.” That this would add another modern intrusion into the historic core of the battleground, where we should be removing such intrusions. He endorsed the proposed parking on the perimeter of the site, controlling foot traffic into the historic area as at other restoration villages. That way, the parking lot at the Steuben House, which we have long planned to remove, won’t become a trailhead where those using the trail fill the available parking spaces and requires amenities, notably bathrooms. They would be better accommodated in this regard at the visitor center. 

Senator Weinberg said she accompanied Chairman Trepicchio, Mary Donohue and Secretary Wright to tour to Commerce Way, where she saw flooded industrial properties, available for sale, and a good opportunity for doing something of public benefit without intruding on the historic area. She summarized by asking Mr. Dressler if he would accompany Chairman Trepicchio and other commissioners on a tour of Commerce Way to facilitate the alternative proposal. Chairman Trepicchio noted that there were no residential neighborhoods south of Historic New Bridge Landing who would use the pathway as an entrance to the historic park. Since the County was redesigning Hackensack Avenue and removing the jug-handle, it could easily and safely incorporate the river walk into its plans, coming a short block up Commerce Way to the main parking lot and visitor center. 

Mr. Dressler said he had no problem looking at alternatives. He was glad the Commission had him there tonight, so we can do our best. Chairman Trepicchio said the area along Commerce Way offered opportunities do something of public benefit, to restore wetlands for everyone’s benefit and to bring the pathway to New Bridge in a way that protects this historically sensitive area.

Freeholder Julie O’Brien expressed her concern that people coming up the pathway from Riverside Square have some parking. She recognized that entering the site through the visitor center and main parking lot made sense. She recognized that this was done at other historic restorations.

BCHS President Deborah Powell reminded everyone that the jewel of the site, what brought so many visitors over the years, was the Society’s remarkable museum collections, which delighted thousands of school children. We need to work toward returning these artifacts to the site in a safe and presentable way.

Mr. Dressler noted the money the County Executive spent on restoring the Easton Tower near Route #4 in Paramus. Secretary K. Wright again thanked the County Executive for coming to the Society’s assistance after the Steuben House was flooded in April 2007 and providing a place of refuge for the flood-damaged museum objects, where a conservator has since worked on their stabilization. We will be ever grateful for his coming to our aid in a time of need.

Senator L. Weinberg summed up, saying that Ray Dressler could arrange to tour Commerce Way with representatives of the Commission and Freeholder O’Brien and then get back with the pros and cons of the proposed alternative.

Chairman M. Trepicchio returned to the issue of the Campbell-Christie House, saying we need to resolve that. He said he wanted a commitment from Mr. Dressler that the Commission will get the information it needs when it requests it. He concluded by saying we have a lot of positive motion going on here and the public has come out to support us. The trees are coming down in the junkyard and the Historical Society is promoting its fundraising campaign to build a museum. We are prepared to discuss the transfer of the County holdings, if that’s what you want. Senator Weinberg suggested that if our guests wanted to appreciate what is possible here, they should come to the programs, especially the holiday programs. BCHS President Deborah Powell invited everyone to the Pinkster Fest on May 3rd, where they can see our first community boat building project. Mr. Dressler noted that the County plans to add a boat launch behind Riverside Square.

Mr. Dressler described the river walk as a passive recreation walkway. They can only send their plans to the DEP, who send their plan back to us and the County has to react to what they say. If there is a turtle nesting area and the pathway has to be moved back from the river, then that’s what has to be done. He explained some of the pathway would be boardwalk.

Secretary K. Wright suggested that a trail management plan needs to be done, explaining how the County will employ the necessary additional personnel and provide the needed funds to police and maintain what they build.  Freeholder Julie O’Brien said, “You have the commitment of the County government that this will be maintained as part of our park system.” Mr. Dressler said that they had done walks with the Riverkeeper and that he expressed his concerns and they tried to work out the best plan. BCHS President asked if the County’s plan had been submitted to the DEP yet? Mr. Dressler responded, saying it will probably be in the DEP’s hands by the end of the week. Phase II, behind the mall, is not yet ready. The County has had some setbacks with the removal of stakes marking wetlands, but Mr. Costa had agreed to replace them at his expense.

 

V.             Adjournment 

 

The meeting adjourned at 7:18 PM.

 

VI.            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.

