A Promenade and a Trail, Ready to Meet a Greenway

By PETER APPLEBOME

JERSEY CITY

IN Paris, there's the Promenade Plantée, an abandoned railroad viaduct transformed into a narrow, three-mile elevated walking trail near the Place de la Bastille. In Manhattan, there's the High Line, the proposed mile-and-a-half park along an abandoned railroad viaduct 30 feet above the streets of Chelsea.

And in Jersey City, there's the Harsimus Stem Embankment, which, without as fancy a pedigree, has the potential to be as worthy as either of them, as long as it can negotiate the perilous waters of Hudson County politics - no small hurdle.

Back when this was a railroad town, Pennsylvania Railroad freight trains rumbled through to the Hudson River railyards over seven tracks built atop an embankment supported by sandstone and granite blocks each weighing a ton. When the trains stopped rolling in the mid-1990's, the embankment was left behind like an industrial ghost, six blocks of what is now dense vegetation, bird habitat and a flyway for monarch butterflies in the middle of a residential neighborhood.

In 1998, the mayor at the time, Bret D. Schundler, the ultimate build-we-must kind of mayor, proposed knocking down the embankment to build housing. The move catalyzed much of downtown to think anew about the hulking eyesore in its midst and to eventually come up with a serendipitous grand vision.

First came a public row over the development plan that ended with a clear popular revolt against knocking the embankment down. It spawned a citizens group, the Embankment Preservation Coalition, which for seven years has doggedly moved ahead, doing research, raising money, prodding the Jersey City Municipal Council.

In September 2004 the Council passed the first of two ordinances approving the use of eminent domain - suddenly the subject of popular ire but long an important tool used by cities - to acquire the property. The core of the project would be a half-mile promenade leading to the city's harbor. It would create a six-acre island of greenery in the city's dense urban core with each segment connected by bridges over city streets.

But its heart would be much grander, a proposed link to the East Coast Greenway, a 2,600-mile bike and hiking trail running to Florida from Maine that's like an urban version of the Appalachian Trail. The proposed trail, about 20 percent finished, includes 92 miles in New Jersey.

The proposed link to Jersey City would come through the Bergen Arches/Erie Cut, the spectacular underground canyon burrowed into the New Jersey Palisades a century ago that exists like a secret wilderness world under the graffiti-laced city streets visited by the homeless and almost no one else. Under the plan, hikers would come through the canyons - also abandoned railroad tracks - to the embankment and onto the Hudson River Waterfront Walkway. It could be one of the nation's great urban natural spaces.

BUT not so fast. While Jersey City officials have meandered through their paces, supporting the project but not in any hurry to get it going, a particularly canny developer, Steve Hyman, bought an option to buy the embankment properties from the railroad that owned them and then, on July 12, bought the properties themselves for $3 million and said he planned to knock down the walls and build housing.

Local officials, saying Mr. Hyman in the past has been more interested in buying and selling properties, using them as bargaining chips and leverage than actually building on them, say they're not worried.

"Let's look at the facts," said the Municipal Council president, Mariano Vega Jr. "The city has declared the property a historic landmark. The Council has voted unanimously to purchase or condemn the property for public use as a linear park, so our position hasn't changed at all."

Councilman Steven Fulop said yesterday that the Council should "move quickly toward condemnation."

But people who have worked for years to see the embankment happen know Jersey City is not Manhattan, where big-shot socialites support the High Line. Instead, it's a place where things go awry, where passion on the ground often runs into the murk of local politics, where the price goes up the longer the game goes on and development pressures often trump neighborhood ones. And Mayor Jerramiah T. Healy, the fourth mayor in five years, has given little sign that this is something he wants to move on aggressively. 

"The public has done everything it can to demonstrate the wide and deep support for acquisition," said Maureen Crowley, a longtime member of the embankment group. "We secured the site's historic protection. We raised the funding. Three successive administrations have said they will acquire the site. What are we waiting for?"

