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SARAH:  My name is Sarah Kiefer.   Today is August 15, 2018, and I'm speaking with 
former Local History librarian Peggy Norris and local historian Joe Suplicki.   We are 
recording this interview in the Bolger Heritage Center of the Ridgewood Public Library.  
Thank you so much, both of you, for coming over.  I’m going to pass the mike… 
 
PEGGY:  So we’re here to share some of our experiences in Ridgewood.  And mine 
don’t go as far back as Joe's, because Joe--although he was born in Paterson--grew up 
in Ridgewood.   
 
JOE:  Right.  Yes, I’m first-generation hospital-born.  My mother was born in the 
village of Ridgewood, and my grandmother was born in the Township of Ridgewood, 
both of which are now part of the Village of Ridgewood.  I was born in Paterson 
General Hospital, and I arrived in Ridgewood early April of 1945.  And I lived in 
Ridgewood for 38 years. 
 
PEGGY:  So what was it like growing up in this village? 
 
JOE:  It was very nice—I got to see the lawns being built, Jemco and Amsterdam 
Avenues being finally constructed.   We lived on Stevens—third house, it was on 
Stevens Avenue.   My sister is still there today.  But when we were young there, the 
house next door had a dirt driveway that only went back--it was the end of their property   
because that was what was supposed to be Amsterdam Avenue.  And eventually, in 
the ‘50s, they put through Jemco and Amsterdam, and then later on they put in the last 
two blocks of Van Dien to make that complete.   
 
PEGGY:  So were there other kids in your neighborhood to play with?    
 
JOE:  Yes, there were lots of kids.   
 
PEGGY:  And what kind of things did you do?   
 
JOE:  Wandered around—because nothing had been built behind the house and 



between the two blocks.  There were only three houses that faced Stevens on our 
block—so we had raspberry bushes.  The house next door had been a poultry farm at 
one point--and then there were blackberries… And we had a little brook running along 
down where Van Dien Avenue is now, so that was something to do.   
 
PEGGY:  But eventually you had playmates in your own family. 
 
JOE:  Yes, I had three brothers and two sisters.  So it got to be a large family. 
 
PEGGY:  And what did your parents do?   
 
JOE:  My mother was a nurse.  She went to Paterson General Hospital School of 
Nursing, which is why I was born there.  She was there, and then she ended up 
working for doctors in Ridgewood, two different doctors in Ridgewood.  My father was a 
dental technician.  He worked in Paterson when I was young, and eventually he left 
that dentist, and he opened his own dental lab in the basement.    
 
PEGGY:  What does a dental technician do?   
 
JOE:  Makes false teeth.   
 
PEGGY:  Crowns?   
 
JOE:  Yes, partial and full acrylic dentures—all type—goldwork… 
 
PEGGY:  You sound like you’re reading an advertisement.     
 
JOE:  No, it was his business card that I printed in 8th grade in print shop.   
 
PEGGY:  At Ridgewood High School?   
 
JOE:  No, at Ben Franklin.  In junior high school.  So we had three shops—we had 
print shop, metal shop, and wood shop, for a trimester.  I think it was 8th grade.    
 
PEGGY:  So what schools did you attend? 
 
JOE:  I started school in Kenilworth School.  So I went to kindergarten in Kenilworth 
School because Somerville School had not opened yet, because of construction delays, 
weather, and the fact that carpenters were installing the windows.  The windows were 
aluminum—therefore, the sheet metal workers thought that the carpenters should not 
install metal windows--so that was another reason.  They went on strike, so that tied 
things up.  So Somerville and Travell opened a year later than they were supposed to.   
 
But I did go to Somerville for 1st, 2nd, and 3rd grade.  But by the time I had hit 2nd grade, 
they had re-opened Kenilworth as Summerville Annex, and I got to go to 4th, 5th, and 6th 
grades back in the Kenilworth School.  Then three years at Ben Franklin and three 



years at Ridgewood High School.  But when I got into the high school, someone set fire 
to the high school, so we had to go on split sessions with Ben Franklin.  So I got to go 
back to Ben Franklin and also had an opportunity to have one history class in the old 
Harrison Avenue School which was replaced by Travell, which is also now gone.  Didn’t 
they build a new Travell? 
 
PEGGY:  No, no, I don’t think so.  But you can come to the Bolger Heritage Center  
and look in the boxes and find the answer to that question.  So what kind of 
extracurricular activities did you get involved in?    
 
JOE:  Not too much.  My main thing was Boy Scouts.   
 
PEGGY:  Camping?   
 
JOE:  Yeah, camping and…. Didn’t get into sports or anything.  I did wrestle one year 
but nothing to show for that.    
 
PEGGY:  You have an interesting story to tell about one night when it snowed in 
Ridgewood.   
 
JOE:  Yeah, it was probably the winter of ’62, ’63.  We had Boy Scouts at First 
Presbyterian Church, and it was snowing that night, and not too many people showed 
up, so I canceled the meeting.  And then four of us decided to go for a walk in 
Ridgewood—it was beautiful, it was snowing, nobody was out on the road.  We walked 
up the middle of Ridgewood Avenue, went under the tracks.  Then we walked up to the 
Heights, looked out, it was very beautiful.  We had the town to ourselves.    
 
Then, on the way back, we came back the same way.  We came down to Maple 
Avenue, and we walked almost into Ho-Ho-Kus to drop off Ray Elliott on Mulberry 
Place.  And then we came back to Ridgewood Avenue, up to—by the James Rose 
house cause Steve Danielson lived two houses from there.  Dropped him off, then 
Harry Lambert and I walked up to Kenilworth, walked past his house, dropped him off, 
and then I walked on home.  So it was a wonderful evening.  Had a great experience.   
 
PEGGY:   So after you graduated from high school… 
 
JOE:  I went to Fairleigh Dickinson.   
 
PEGGY:  And studied… 
 
JOE:  Chemistry.   
 
PEGGY:  When we met, many years later, when you were sitting at the microfilm 
machine here in the library, looking at newspapers… 
 
JOE:   Yes. 



 
PEGGY:   How did you get started with that?   
 
JOE:  Well, I got started on that when the library and the Genealogical Society of 
Bergen County got together, and the Society moved to Ridgewood and brought their 
collection of books, mixed it in with the library’s, and one of the things—one of the 
conditions of moving in here, was to have members volunteer two hours a month as 
patron assistance, if anyone was interested in doing some genealogy.   So I started 
doing that, one day a month.  And, naturally, when we first began, nobody knew we 
were here, so no one was coming in…so I started looking in the newspapers to see 
what I could find, to learn some more about Ridgewood that I didn’t know about.  I just 
kept on going from there. 
 
PEGGY:  I think you’ve read more of the Ridgewood newspapers than anybody living 
(laughter). 
 
JOE: Yeah, I got interested in some things that I found in there. And I was actually 
eventually able to verify a story that my mother had told us--that when the First 
Presbyterian Church moved from Pleasant Avenue to where they are now, corner of 
Van Dien and Ridgewood, they had kind of abandoned the cemetery that was where 
Somerville School is now.   
           
When she was a teenager, someone had broken into one of the vaults in the cemetery 
and then invited the neighborhood kids in to come in and see, cause they’d pried open a 
casket, and “C’mon and see this guy.”  So, she told me that, yeah, she had gone in and 
seen.  She said, “If you had known this guy in life, you would have recognized him,”  
because he looked like he was still alive essentially.  He was very well preserved, at 
least she said so.  Eventually, the police found out about it, talked to the kids, and 
found out who had been in there, and visited all of the parents.  And the night that the  
cops visited her house, she went off to bed without dinner.    
 
And I actually was able to verify that story in a newspaper article written about it.  And 
so, it mentions how old the kids were—and so she would have been the 12 or 13 years 
old, whatever it was.  So, yes, I guess it really did happen.  He was later moved up to 
Port Jervis—the family moved people out of the vault and up to Port Jervis. 
 
PEGGY:  Well, of course, that cemetery was abandoned when Somerville was built, so 
all the bodies were moved somewhere.   
 
JOE:  Somewhere, yes.   
 
PEGGY:  I came to the library in 1993, was working part-time here, in the reference 
department.  And about 1997 or ‘8, the Local History librarian had left, and the Local 
History department was not very active, and Nancy Greene was interested in improving 
it and had had somebody come in to look at the collection.  And she was looking for 
somebody—she was looking for somebody to do Young Adults, and she was looking for 



somebody to do Local History.  And she asked me, still working part-time, if I’d be 
interested in working with young adults.  Well, I had two crazy young adults at home, 
and there was no way that I wanted to work with young adults here at the library.  So I 
said no.  But, when I found out she was looking for Local History, I sort of raised my 
hand—of course, other people had turned her down for the Local History—I raised my 
hand and said, “I’ll do it.”  And that's how it all began. 
 
I was already interested in history and genealogy—I had no academic background 
except that I do believe my liberal arts education at College of Wooster in Ohio was an 
amazing foundation for library work and for lifelong learning, which has included a lot of 
history learning. 
 
So that grew and developed.  We had to move the collection out of the library when the 
library was renovated, so I had to go through every item in the collection and pack it up, 
and it was all taken over to the Pease Library.  And then we moved back here.  We 
had a small archive and local history room, and, as Joe mentioned, the Genealogical 
Society then became partners with us, and so that brings us up to 2001, ‘2, something 
like that--well, 2000, 2001.  And the synchrony between our really deep collection of 
Bergen County and Ridgewood history and the Genealogical Society’s collection of 
genealogy material, family material, and local history, really made this the premier place 
to come and study local history in the public libraries in Bergen County.   
 
And Nancy Greene continued to support the library and local history section of the 
library and initiated a renovation and expansion that became the Heritage Center, and I 
think the Heritage Center opened in 2010.    
 
So, I was here until 2013, and then retired.  I've been retired three years—2015, I 
retired.  I can't get my numbers straight.  It was an amazing opportunity to meet many 
people.  I know many of the people involved in history in Bergen County.  I learned 
from all of them and learned about what they're doing and the resources they have 
access to.  And, it's also how I met my husband Joe Suplicki, who’s sitting across from 
me, at that microfilm reader.  And we partnered up on programs and research, and the 
newspaper research that he did has really enriched the history of Ridgewood as it was 
known then.  It’s both changed some things that were written down incorrectly in some 
of the histories, and made the stories deeper and more interesting. 
 
One of the big projects that I did over the years, was involved in, was the 1869 
panorama pictures.  Those were in a big archival box.  All the photographs were 
thrown into the bottom--they were in the bottom--and a patron came in and was looking 
at the box.  At that point--this was before I was involved--they would bring up the box 
from the basement and set it on a table and say to the patron, “Okay, you can go 
through all the photos.” And he brought the photos to the librarian and said, “These are 
very special. I think that you might want to do something different to protect them.”  And 
then I got involved shortly thereafter, and we kept those photos out when we moved the 
collection to Pease so that we could look at them and try to figure out what they were.   
There was some writing on the back, but all the references weren’t to things that we 



knew what it meant.  And because there are pieces missing from between several of 
the pictures, it was difficult to even line them up in the proper order. 
 
So Michael Risinger and I worked with maps, the published histories, and the 
photographs, and other photographs, to figure out how they went together and what it 
was we were looking at.  And that was an amazing experience.  I learned a lot about 
Ridgewood.  It was the first big research project I got involved in.  And he found a 
donor willing to pay for enlargements to hang on the wall.  And that has become the 
centerpiece of our discussion of local history with the third-graders when they come to 
the library. 
 
And some 10 years later, probably, Joe and I re-looked at all that research and did a 
program based on the panorama, about the birth of Ridgewood.  And with his 
newspaper research to back up the things, as well as with the new ability to scan the 
photographs and enlarge, so that we could see more detail, we were able to discover 
more about the panorama.  And then Sarah has taken it another step and improved the 
key and the graphics, and is getting them reproduced in a modern way that will be even 
more impressive than the original black-and-white reproduction.  Technology has just 
changed so much that it can enhance this project.  So that was one of the big things 
and one of the first things that I was involved in.   
 
I was named Local Historian pretty early on here in the early 2000s, and shortly, not too 
long after that, when they were ready to reappoint me, I said they had to reappoint both 
of us, that Joe had to be.  So we’ve been co-historians for a long time. 
 
One of our other projects was a photo album.  It came up on eBay, and from the 
description of it, I could tell it was an important album of Ridgewood history.  And I was 
on vacation and called Nancy Greene and said, “We have to get this photo album.”  
She said, “Well, how much are you willing to pay for it?”  And so--“I don’t know.”  She 
said, “How much are you willing to pay for it?  So I told her something outrageous, like 
$500, and she put in the bid, and we got the album—not for that much money.  But, 
you know, it was worth every penny we paid for it.  It was photos from one family, 
“Mastin”—what’s the first name?   J. Edward Mastin family that lived on North Maple 
Avenue, and they were all taken in 1897, 8, and 9.  Almost all of them were labeled, so 
that coincidence of knowing the exact family—they all took the same pictures, that were 
all labeled, all in one place—made us able to tell the story about this family.  We were 
able to identify most of the people in the pictures as to their relationship, and it was 
really extended, related family--in-laws, cousins, and so forth, that were involved 
in…boating on the water, going on vacation, bicycling, goofing around.  There were 
photographs of the house and the grounds, and this is the property where the stable 
now exists, and that building was on the back of the property on the brook.   And the 
house was where the stable is today.   
 
And the house burned after the village bought it, and they moved the stable to that 
location because it was untenable to leave it where it was.  It was going to end up 
falling in the brook, by being eroding under.   So it was nice to have some background 



and history on that family, and the place that they lived.    
 
JOE:  It included where they lived in New York City—there were snow scenes there.  I 
don’t think that was the Blizzard, just regular wintertime there.  And lots of different 
pictures.  One of the pictures was what is now the walkway over the Hudson, and it 
took a little figuring out to find “Why that?”  But it turns out Mrs. Mastin’s step-father    
was one of the engineers that designed that bridge.   
 
PEGGY:  Which was a railroad bridge. 
 
JOE:  It was a railroad bridge, it’s now the walkway over the Hudson.  So, had to do 
some genealogy to find out what was the relationship between that bridge and them.  It 
was just a very interesting album, and, yes, it was worth whatever was paid for it.    
 
PEGGY:  So, it’s really been important that over the years the library has collected this 
material and protected it.  And it's been wonderful to see in these past decades that 
we've been able to make it available to people--to come in to use for research and for 
us to use in outreach, by presenting programs and participating with the village and 
things like the village calendar, working with the Ridgewood Historical Society on their 
programs and their exhibits, contributing items and research. 
 
So--very glad that I raised my hand and volunteered to be Local History librarian instead 
of the Young Adult librarian.   (laughs) 
 
JOE:  And we have met, through the pictures and different things, the newspapers, we 
have met so many of the long gone Ridgewood residents which have fantastic stories to 
tell us.  We’ve done different programs, highlighting some of these people, like when 
we did “Women of Ridgewood.”  It’s just been a great time, doing all this.   
 
SARAH:  Thank you so much to both of you for coming and sharing your story. 
Appreciate it, and we’ll make sure to preserve this as part of Ridgewood’s history, too, 
now.   
 
JOE:  Thank you. 
 
PEGGY:  Thank you, Sarah.   


