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END OF THE LINE? 

Housing plan endangers vision of elevated park 
Wednesday, August 03, 2005 

In Hudson County, history is for sale. 

The most pivotal monuments - the ones that mean the most to us, the ones with the promise and potential to become public assets - often find themselves on the market, acquisition list or auction block. Developers come first, landmarks last. 

It is a troubling thought that surely stunned Maureen Crowley last week when word arrived that the Sixth Street Embankment, a former freight rail line in Downtown Jersey City that she helped save from the wrecking ball in the 1990s, was quietly purchased by a New York City developer. The sale, orchestrated by Conrail, which has owned (and neglected) the six-block-long elevated line for decades, was accompanied by an astounding announcement - that the developer would seek to dismantle the historic structure's spectacular retaining walls to make way for market rate housing - "ratables," music to a municipality's ears no matter what the sacrifice. 

Equally disturbing was City Hall's complacentcy. A legal plan of action to take possession of the embankment through eminent domain was slow in coming, it now seems. Conrail, aware of repossession proceedings, acted swiftly, thereby endangering an elevated public park envisioned by Crowley and her spirited group, the Embankment Preservation Coalition. 

"We will continue our unstinting efforts," Crowley has declared. "We have a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to create a special place in the heart of our Downtown." 

A MONUMENT RISES 

For me, the embankment exists as both memory and landmark. Living in Downtown's Italian Village virtually all my life, I faithfully attended the annual Holy Rosary feast on Sixth Street between Brunswick and Monmouth streets as if it were a communion service I dared not miss. The embankment, pockmarked with holes that, I would learn, were used to grip and position each squared boulder in place by steam-powered hoists, sheltered the boisterous crowds, booths, bandstands and rides that made the event so spectacular, so magical. 

Years later, I discovered that the namesake of my high school, James J. Ferris, had been one of the county's preeminent civil engineers and was commissioned in 1902 by the Pennsylvania Railroad - the world's mightiest railroad at the time and one of Jersey City's largest employers - to design a permanent elevated freight line on Sixth Street. It would replace an earlier rickety timber trestle that stretched between Newark Avenue and the waterfront where abattoirs waited amid river breezes. 

A prominent resident of Harsimus Cove, Ferris made a conscious, successful attempt at integrating the massive structure into the surrounding residential streetscapes with as much elegance and beauty as one can give a stone bridge. 

The colossal granite and sandstone embankment soared segmentally - block by block, connected by steel bridges - past tenement windows, stables, warehouses and houses of worship. Christened the Pennsylvania Railroad Harsimus Stem Embankment, it stands as Ferris's engineering masterwork - and, it turns out, his only surviving span. 

The embankment hasn't been used as a freight line since the late 1960s, when so many railroads went bellyup. Conrail continued to use it as a spot to reverse trains but ceased using it at all in the early 1990s. 

THE PARK IN THE SKY 

Crowley and her colleagues know that preserving the embankment is not just about preserving a relic of the past. 

She, neighbors Jennifer Meyer, Steven Gucciardo, Rick James and dozens of other volunteers in the Embankment Preservation Coalition profess a mission and vision the are grandiose: "To preserve the historic Pennsylvania Railroad Harsimus Stem Embankment, develop its top as passive open space, and integrate the site into a network of local and regional pedestrian and biking trails, including the Hudson Waterfront Walkway and the East Coast Greenway. ... 

"The top of the embankment will be passive open space, a serene oasis in the densely populated Downtown. Public access, with safeguards for habitat and the adjoining communities, will be provided. ... 

"The embankment and streetscape will be a linchpin in a network of walkable, bikeable greenways within the City of Jersey City, and beyond." 

History truly is for sale here, but it doesn't have to be. 

Looking up at the imposing retaining walls of the embankment - festooned with wind-swept sheets of vines - I imagine that someday soon Jersey City will be a city that takes chances with its own history, that dares to defy developers, that says no - a city that believes it does not have to give away what is so precious to the populace. 

JOHN GOMEZ'S "Legends & Landmarks" column appears every Wednesday. Gomez is the founder and former president of the Jersey City Landmarks Conservancy. Contact him at johngomez68@mac.com

