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SARAH:  My name is Sarah Kiefer, and today is May 5, 2016, speaking with Sheila 
Brogan.  We’re recording this interview at the Bolger Heritage Center of the Ridgewood 
Public Library.  Thank you so much for joining us, Sheila, appreciate it, and I guess we'll 
dive in with some questions.  I was interested to hear how you came to work at both the 
Historical Society and Schoolhouse Museum, and when you started, and what brought 
you into that field? 
 
SHEILA:   It was probably about eight years ago, someone asked me to join the board of 
the Historical Society, and actually it was an interest of mine.  I have a Masters in 
American Studies from Boston College and hadn’t really done anything with that because 
after that, then I went and got a Masters in Social Work.  So my professional life is the 
geriatric social worker, but an interest of mine has always been history.  So I jumped at 
the chance to join the board.  And one thing led to another, and for seven years I was 
president of the Historical Society and helped to run the Schoolhouse Museum.  So the 
Schoolhouse Museum was sort of a sleepy little museum-- if we were, I think, lucky to 
have one visitor a month and some third-grade students come from some of the local 
schools-- it wasn't really being utilized by our community as much as I thought it should.  
So for the seven years that I was president, my goal was to bring more people in to see 
the wonderful collection of artifacts we have that really tell the story of Ridgewood’s 
history. 
 
SARAH:   Could you share particular exhibits or projects that you really enjoyed working 
on? 
 
SHEILA:   I was lucky enough to curate three of the exhibits, with other people-- I'd 
never attempt that on my own.  The first was called “The Collection,” where we really 
looked at samples of our artifacts, from our textiles to the farm tools, to ceramics, books, 
baskets, the whole breadth of items we displayed using the title “The Collection,” and that 
was quite successful.   
 
The next exhibit that I worked on was “Our Community's Journey, where we looked-- we 
took New Jersey's 350th anniversary and used three themes—diversity, innovation, and 
what was the third one—I’ve forgotten.  So it was diversity, and we looked at our 



community’s diversity, and we looked at the African-American community and the Irish 
community, which is the largest ethnic group in Ridgewood, our newest group the 
Koreans, and we also looked at our Jewish community.  And we asked those members 
of the community to bring in artifacts that were representative of their culture, and it was a 
wonderful exhibit, as we looked at the change over time of Ridgewood, from being a very 
homogeneous community to now being a more diverse community.   
 
And in innovation, we looked at the arts, because I don't think there's anybody in 
Ridgewood who doesn't like to sing and dance, and if you're not doing that, you're sitting 
in the audience clapping and tapping your foot.  So we highlighted the arts in 
Ridgewood.  And that brought in so many people to take a look at it, and suddenly the 
small museum where we didn't have many visitors, we had about 1,000 visitors come to 
see that exhibit.  And then the final exhibit that I did, which was last year, was an exhibit 
on 20th century fashion, women's fashion, and that was hugely successful as we looked 
at changes from 1900 through the 1960s, and we called it “Hemlines,” because there are 
variations of hemlines all through each decade.  So that was a very fun exhibit and again 
very popular.  
  
SARAH:  Oh, yes, I remember that one….So is there a story or period of time that’s 
made an impression on you when you were working at the Historical Society? 
 
SHEILA:   Well, since a lot of our artifacts were from the 1800s, I began to look at the 
growth and changes in Ridgewood over that period of time.  And you know, it's really, 
there’s such a difference in the beginning of the 1800s-- so after the Revolutionary war, 
people are moving to this community, but really what brings people into the 
communities--after the trains tracks are laid down and the train starts bringing 
passengers.  And suddenly Ridgewood is looked at as a wonderful place to escape 
Brooklyn and the city, where there are germs and disease, out into the country.  And as 
you might know, some of the larger houses are first built as summer homes, and then they 
become year-round homes.  And from after the Civil War to 1880s, there’s this boom in 
the population, and Ridgewood becomes more of a-- rather than a farming community, it's 
really a community, an affluent community where people are moving here.  Schools are 
established, the school board starts, which is my other love, and, you know, the town is 
incorporated in and suddenly we've got “Ridgewood.” So it is that period, from the Civil 
War on, that's of interest.    
 
SARAH:  It’s crazy how it changes so much, and along those lines, have you Ridgewood 
changing over the past few years, from when you first started working here to now? 
 
SHEILA:  Well, I've lived in the community for 30 years.  So I moved here when my 
children were small and not even in schools yet.  And I think I have a nice vantage point, 
not only from the work I did with the Historical Society, but prior to that, I've been on the 
Ridgewood Board of Education for 20 years and that's really--I think that's where I've 
seen the change.  We are a much more diverse community and, you know, we’re so 
focused on children and so focused on education in this community that, maybe that was 
the case before, but it really is highlighted now I think.   



 
SARAH:  Speaking of your other career and the School Board, can we talk about being 
involved in that and what you enjoyed the most about it.   
 
SHEILA:  Well, I always say that I have a great combination, because during the day I 
work with older adults, and then in the evening, I get to be part of the younger families and 
children.  My most favorite part is being able to go into the schools and to see the 
creativity and the wonderful work that happens in our schools, and the wonderful work our 
students do, and how our teachers bring out the best in our students, in terms of their 
intellectual curiosity.  And since we’re so very focused on trying to raise students that will 
be very capable citizens and successful adults, you have to look at the whole child.  And 
I think that's the exciting part of being on the School Board, because it’s not only looking 
at the intellectual needs but it’s their social needs, their physical needs, and their 
emotional needs.  And today it's particularly challenging, I think, with the use of 
technology and I’m a big fan of technology, but we also have to make sure that our  
students not only use technology, but use it wisely, that they never lose that humanity, 
that they never lose the ability to sit and talk with someone and not just text.  You know, 
so it's, you know, again, it's educating that whole child to be prepared to live a successful 
life, being part of a community. 
 
SARAH:  What would you say is your greatest accomplishment in your work or in your 
volunteer careers? 
 
SHEILA:  Oh, that's hard.  You know, you never do anything-- at least the way I feel is, 
you never do anything on your own.  It's a collaboration.  So I would say that I'm very 
proud of the work that was done at the Schoolhouse Museum, but I didn't do it alone.  
You know, I helped to lead it, but there's so many capable and talented people that work 
alongside me, that's the joy-- when it can be collaborative.  And the same with the School 
Board and the work we do at the schools, and I guess I would point to some of the 
expansions on our buildings, but I didn't design them.  You know, I led the campaigns to 
help fund them and I helped with some ideas, but you know it's the work of a group.  So I 
guess an accomplishment might be the ability to collaborate, and to collaborate with lots 
of great people in any work that I've ever done. 
 
SARAH:  Well, that’s very, very important.  And speaking of working with people and 
collaborating, is there anyone in Ridgewood or your career as a whole that you greatly 
admired and worked well with? 
 
SHEILA:   Really, it was great when we were working on “A Community’s Journey,”   
because, particularly when we were looking at diversity, to work with Reverend Johnson, 
and I certainly admire all the work that he has done.  Certainly Peggy Norris-- she taught 
me a tremendous amount about Ridgewood, so she was very helpful, as is Joe Suplicki.   
So, again, I admire them.  With the School Board, Fred Stokely, a mentor, he was 
Superintendent when I first came onto the School Board and there's a huge amount of 
learning when you're new to a position like that, lots of responsibilities, and he was a 
wonderful mentor. And certainly our current Superintendent Dr. Fishbein, a wonderful, 



again, wonderful person to work with.  I admire him greatly in his ability to stay focused-- 
with all the stuff that happens, to stay focused on the important work we’re doing in our 
schools. 
 
SARAH:  Yeah, that is very, very important.  You spoke a little bit about your family and 
being here for 30 years.  Are there any fond memories or stories you'd like to share about 
Ridgewood and having your family in the area? 
 
SHEILA:   I have to say that a couple of things brought me to Ridgewood.  Well, my 
husband grew up in Paramus, and so, when we were looking, he said, “I think you’ll like, I 
think you’ll like Ridgewood.”  And I came here and I thought, “Oh, wow!”  I loved the 
town, the downtown, and at that point there was a Woolworth’s, and there was a hardware 
store-- not as many restaurants and banks, and it was very quaint.  And it was, you could 
get anything you wanted to, so you hardly had to go onto 17 or 4—perfect—it was just 
around the corner. 
 
And then I discovered the library, and my three kids really enjoyed the library.  Graydon 
Pool was our favorite place to hang out, all through-- we usually went away in August, but 
all through June and July and at the end of August, we would be at Graydon almost every 
day.  My children learned to swim there.  And then, best of all, the Fourth of July parade,  
my favorite thing.  I grew up in a small town where we had a Fourth of July parade, and 
so I didn't know when we moved here in April in 1986, that there was a Fourth of July 
parade.  Then probably, June, there came a flyer, and I said, “Oh my gosh, there's a 
Fourth of July parade here-- and fireworks.  I thought, I have re-created my childhood for 
my children.  And so I don't ever miss the Fourth of July parade, and I love the fireworks, 
and those are highlights every year.  And in particular, one year one of my children, who 
had a band, was the band at the bandshell, you know, before the fireworks.  Amazing! 
The best thing ever!  So, yeah, lots of good memories.  Ridgewood is a wonderful town, 
and a wonderful town to have your children grow up in.  My kids certainly enjoyed it. 
 
SARAH:  Well, with that, looking ahead, are there any projects that you’re planning on, 
working on, getting involved in whether Ridgewood or, you were talking a little earlier 
about going into New York City. 
 
SHEILA:  You know, I don't know what I'm going to be doing next.  I've sort of 
transitioned now.  I was seven years as the president of the Schoolhouse Museum, and 
I've sort of transitioned out of that for the moment. Other people are coming in, and that's 
great-- you always want that new energy.  I'm still on the School Board, and I suspect I'll 
stay there as long as I am elected.  And, so, I don't know.  I'm sort of looking for that-- I 
love opportunities and I love challenges, and I've come to be on committees, and if I have 
a bit of a talent, it would be for projects that are struggling, and maybe to help move those 
projects along.  There's no end to the things that you can get involved in here in 
Ridgewood.  And because I'm a geriatric social worker, I've been trying to work a little bit 
with the library in terms of doing some speaking engagements--to hone in on the baby 
boomers, because that's our new group of older adults who’ll be moving through, and 
information about Medicare benefits, and aging well, are all important topics to keep in the 



forefront as we all age.  And I'm part of that baby boom generation, so I understand that 
how we look at older adults is changing, and it will change as this baby boom group of 
people move through the population. 
 
SARAH:  Speaking of that, how did you get involved in that type of a career? 
 
SHEILA:  Geriatric social work?  You know, again, it was one of those things where I 
had, I’d graduated with my Masters in American studies, and I think it was 1976, and it 
was the Bicentennial, and I thought, “Oh, I'll be an archivist, and I'll do research,” and 
that's what I had really thought to do.  But, I was a little late to the game because it was 
already, everything was already underway.  And I was asked--I just needed a job, and so 
I was asked to work in a facility, which was not an assisted-living, but it was like what is 
assisted-living today.  It wasn’t a nursing home, but it was a step below a nursing home. 
And I did admissions there, and I began to do oral histories with some of the residents, 
because I found that their stories were really interesting and it fit right in with my interest in 
history.  But to do the job well, I thought I’d better go back to school and be a social 
worker.  And I enjoyed working with the older adults so much, I found it very fulfilling, and 
I’ve been doing it for over 35 years now.    
 
SARAH:  Well, I think that covers a lot of it.  If there’s any other stories you wanted to 
share? We talked a little bit about your family, if you're interested in sharing anything else 
with that, I'd be happy to hear.  Maybe one fond memory of the family in Ridgewood.   
 
SHEILA:  Let’s see.  You know, I guess the fond memories are… the very lazy summer 
afternoons-- I love summers, because it can be so unstructured.  And I was the type of 
parent who had the ability to have my kids be at home and play and just be outside and 
enjoy it.  You know, it was a little different time then.  And to spend, after work, to come 
home and spend time at Graydon.  And I'm not much of a cook--my family will tell you 
that-- and so peanut butter and jelly sandwiches and grapes and potato chips and a bottle 
of water or juice, and we'd sit and oftentimes, I would bring the kids over around 4 o'clock 
in the afternoon, and we would close Graydon at 7:30.  And they would have had this 
wonderful--hours and hours of swimming, and they were always, you know, I’d always call 
a friend, and they’d bring their children.  And we would just sit and talk and watch our kids 
play and have a picnic, and it was just those lazy wonderful days of summer, and I think 
those are the memories I really hold dear.  
 
SARAH:  Good memories.  So that concludes the question portion, and I really 
appreciate you coming and talking and sharing your stories with us, Sheila.  And if 
there's anything else you'd like to share, we can record it now, and, if not, thank you 
again. 
 
SHEILA:  Thank you, what a nice opportunity.   


