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Making their park

Supporters for preserving Sixth Street Embankment hold annual meeting
Ricardo Kaulessar
Reporter staff writer 
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HOW DO YOU SPELL PARK? – A supporter for preserving the Sixth Street Embankment at a Sept. 26 City Council meeting. 
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September 2004 to October 2005 has been a very busy period for those who want to preserve the Sixth Street railroad embankment.

The movement is now seven years old to transform the onetime railroad freight line spanning Sixth Street in Downtown Jersey City into a six-acre passive park and nature trail.

But since last year, some activity has made it unclear whether the old freight line will ever become a park. A private developer has purchased the property from Conrail and wants to build two-family homes there.

Longtime supporters of the park idea met Monday at the Embankment Preservation Coalition's Annual Reception and Meeting at Grace Church Van Vorst to review their own progress and discuss the next steps. 

What is the Sixth Street Embankment?
The Pennsylvania Harsimus Stem Embankment is a series of sandstone and granite blocks spanning Sixth Street from Marin Boulevard to Brunswick Street, over which a section of the Pennsylvania Railroad freight line ran from 1902 until the late 1970s.

The blocks are 400 feet long and 100 feet wide, and the embankment reaches a height of 27 feet at its western end near Brunswick Street. But it is accessible to be walked upon on its other end near Marin Boulevard. Steel girder bridges once connected each segment, but Conrail dismantled them in 1996.

In 1998, former Mayor Bret Schundler announced plans to tear down the embankment for constructing market-rate housing. Maureen Crowley, a resident who lives near the embankment, heard about these plans and decided the embankment had to be saved.

Crowley arranged a meeting and about 100 people showed up.

Since then, Crowley and other supporters formed the Pennsylvania Railroad Harsimus Stem Embankment Coalition to preserve the embankment.

Their efforts have led to the embankment being listed on the State Register of Historic Places and declared a Municipal Landmark in Jersey City. The embankment is currently eligible for being listed in the National Register of Historic Places. The coalition has raised a total of $4.85 million for acquisition and development.

Since September 2004, the coalition has made concerted efforts toward transforming the embankment into a passive park and nature trail. The trail would be part of the 92-mile New Jersey portion of the 2,500-mile East Coast Greenway that extends from Maine to Florida.

Having a park and trail would fulfill a long-cherished goal of Downtown residents to create a much needed open space for a growing population in the city.

The top of the embankment is currently undeveloped, but it functions as a home for various wildlife and vegetation.

In September of 2004, The Jersey City Council passed an ordinance allowing Jersey City to take the embankment by eminent domain. That ordinance was amended and approved again in June 2005.

But in July of 2005, real estate investor Steve Hyman purchased the embankment from Conrail for $3 million. 

Hyman's lawyer, Carmine Alampi, said Hyman would look to demolish the embankment and build 78 two-family homes.

The City Council has hired a lawyer to see if the sale was legal, as railroad companies are first supposed to offer to sell abandoned properties to public entities for public use. 

Showing off the embankment
At Monday's meeting, members of the Coalition talked about the recent twists in their cause.

During a recent newspaper interview, Mayor Jerramiah Healy had proposed using of the embankment for a light rail connection from Jersey City to Secaucus. Jennifer Meyer, the current president of the coalition, said at Monday's meeting that Healy's idea is a good one and that the coalition supports of the city's efforts to acquire the embankment.

"We think that it is a reasonable and intelligent approach to preserving a federal transportation corridor. It would be foolhardy for the city to give it up," said Meyer.

But Meyer added that it would take 20 years to build a light rail, so there could be a temporary trail that would later complement the light rail after it is built. Crowley said the top of the embankment is 100 feet wide, and only 32 feet would be needed for a light rail track.

Longtime admirers and newcomers found the meeting helpful.

Katie Madarasz, a six-year resident, first lived near the corner of Jersey Avenue and Erie Street in the shadow of the embankment, but she "was blind to the issue when she living across from it." But the current Wayne Street resident recently signed a petition at a local café to support the embankment becoming a linear park.

"I agree with the fact that Jersey City needs more green space and more parks. Parking is a big issue right now in Jersey City, and I can't imagine more cars in the area," said Madarasz. "And the walls are beautiful and I can't imagine tearing them down."

Steve Latham, president of The Jersey City Reservoir Preservation Alliance, has fought several years to preserve Reservoir No. 3 in the Heights. He said both the reservoir and the embankment are about the issue of open space. "The embankment is a great project," he said. "We need to save every bit of open space. People need that connection to nature, need those special open places." 

Other comments
Ward C Councilman Steve Lipski appeared early at the meeting. Lipski hasn't fully committed to turning the space into a park, partially due to the money that would be spent, but told coalition members that he was "willing to keep an open mind" for the embankment to become a park.

Also at the meeting, a special award was to be given to U.S. Rep. Robert Menendez for spearheading $1.6 million in federal money to be allotted for the acquisition and development of the Embankment. Menendez was not able to attend, but will receive the award at a special ceremony later this year.

Last month, the Embankment Coalition, the Jersey City Reservoir Alliance and other community groups organized a rally before the Sept. 26 City Council meeting to bring attention to the dearth of open space in the city. At Monday's meeting, there was a video presentation of the rally. The video also discussed the Promenade Plantee in Paris, a three-mile stretch of elevated railroad track near the Bastille that was converted into a linear landscaped park.

The audience at the meeting made a request for money as part of a "50K in 5" fundraising effort by the coalition, meaning they would like to raise $50,000 in five weeks in case there are further legal expenses incurred by the city in fighting the sale of the land to Hyman. As of the Monday meeting, $14,000 had been raised. 
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