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SARAH:  My name is Sarah Kiefer.  Today is March 3, 2016, and I'm speaking with 
Roberta Svarre, who is the former Mayor of Ridgewood,and we are recording this 
interview in the Boulder Heritage Center of the Ridgewood Public Library.  Thank you 
again for coming today, really appreciate it. 
 
ROBERTA:  My pleasure.  
  
SARAH: …to tell your story. So, to start off with,   I hope a very simple question.  How 
did you come to live in Ridgewood and when, and how long were you a resident?   
 
ROBERTA:  Well, we came here from Pennsylvania.  We lived in Harrisburg, and we 
moved, we moved here because my husband was transferred, and we moved to 
Ridgewood because we understood the school system was very good.  We had 2 and a 
half children at that point.   
 
SARAH:  And how long did you live here then? 
 
ROBERTA:  37 years. 
 
SARAH:  Could you describe some of your fondest memories of living in Ridgewood? 
 
ROBERTA:  Well, it revolves around the kids.  We lived on Melrose Place which is near 
the Citizens Park, and I remember some of the winter scenes where the kids would 
slide down the slope, and that was always very “small town” and very lovely.   
 
SARAH:  Did they always do that every winter?   I heard about the slope sliding down it.   
 
ROBERTA:  You would never know it this year, but there was snow.   
 



SARAH:  We did have one big storm this year.  So along those lines, in what ways have 
you seen Ridgewood change over the past few years? 
 
ROBERTA:   Oh, enormously.  Basically it was a small town before.  I mean, the 
population was always large but it had a small town feel to it. There were a lot of  
mom-and-pop stores.  When we moved here, there were no restaurants.  We would go 
to the Ho-Ho-Kus Inn.  Or we would go to Hawthorne, and we’d go to Macaluso's with 
the children, which they thought that was heaven on earth.  It was very fancy, and they 
would get all dressed up, and they thought it was wonderful. 
 
SARAH:  And now you see it a little bit differently? 
 
ROBERTA:  Very differently. 
 
SARAH:  Can you describe that a little? 
 
ROBERTA:  Well, now it's become more “mod.”   I mean, the restaurants are better 
quality, certainly, but it's like a little New York.   
 
SARAH:  That's a good description of it now.  To get into your career, what initially drew 
you into your deep involvement in public service, both as a volunteer and as elected 
official? 
 
ROBERTA:  The League of Women Voters.   
 
SARAH:  And when did you join that? 
 
ROBERTA:   I joined it when I lived in New York, before I was married, and I had 
always been very interested in politics and governance. 
 
SARAH:   How long were you in the League of Women? 
 
ROBERTA:  I guess from the time I was 19 until now.    
 
SARAH:  Oh, wow, that's great.  Do you have any other Ridgewood community 
organizations or activities that you were active in? 
 
ROBERTA:  Oh, yes.  I was involved in the corporate housing which you know I 
developed, 
 
SARAH:  Yes. 
 
ROBERTA:  And the Women Gardeners of Ridgewood, which is a long-standing 
interest of mine.  Friends of the Library. 
 
SARAH:  Do you have any good stories from any of those organizations?  Any fun 



activities that you did, or women that you worked with? 
 
ROBERTA:  Well, the Garden Club is always wonderful.  It started out as a men's 
organization.   
 
SARAH:  Really? 
 
ROBERTA:  It was limited to men only, and that's why it's called the Women 
Gardeners, because the Garden Club of Ridgewood was a men's organization.  So we 
survived, and they didn't.   
 
SARAH:  Any reason to think, that that happened? 
 
ROBERTA:  I think that there were fewer men who were gardening. 
 
SARAH:  What inspired you to establish Ridgecrest?  
 
ROBERTA:  Well, I did a study for the League of Women Voters called, “Where can I 
live in Bergen County,” which I’ll bring for you.  It was a look at all of the communities in 
Bergen County, and we determined that there was a shortage of housing, multifamily 
housing for seniors.  There were people in Ridgewood who were living in people's attics.  
We encountered all kinds of sad stories of older people who had lived in the community 
for many years and were contributing much to the community, and then when they got 
older, they had very little income and no place to live. 
 
SARAH:   And who did you work with on establishing Ridgecrest? 
 
ROBERTA:  Well, we worked with the village council, and we did a survey of people in 
Ridgewood.  And we talked to every organization that would have us.  But, we built up 
community support, and the council eventually decided on the spot where we built it.  
The town owned one piece of property, and we built on the backyards of five different 
properties on Heights Road.  These were very deep properties, and people didn't use 
much of their backyards.  So they zoned it for senior housing, and it's along the railroad 
where there are other apartments on Ridge Road. 
 
SARAH:   What was your greatest accomplishment with the community service that you 
were working on?  
 
ROBERTA: You mean as mayor?   
 
SARAH:  As mayor, and, yes, as a Ridgewood resident. 
 
ROBERTA:  I think I noticed that there was so much talent in the community--people 
who were very experienced with a great deal to offer.  And I tapped into that. I created 
the Housing Corporation which was made up of people who were influential in the 
community.   I did the Economic Advisory Board--there were a lot of financial people in 



town.   There’s still, I think it's still alive, the Community Relations Board.  There had 
been a very ugly racial incident on Broad Street and I looked to create a group that 
would look to heal the community.  And I believe that's still going. 
 
SARAH:  Do you see a lot of what you enacted still going in Ridgewood right now? 
 
ROBERTA:   Oh, yeah.  Certainly the housing is a wonderful, wonderful project.  My 
husband joked about that.  It took 11 years to get it through, and we had no opposition. 
Basically it was a case where the village wanted it, the county wanted it, the state 
wanted it, and the federal government had a program that was designed to encourage 
it.  But we still ran into all kinds of snafus. 
 
SARAH:  Well, any project comes with that.   
 
ROBERTA:   It was 11 years in the making.  My husband joked that it would be ready 
when I was eligible.  And I think I’m eligible now (laughter).   
 
SARAH:  Is there anybody in Ridgewood that you admire and can talk about in the 
sense of how you worked with them?   
 
ROBERTA:  Well, Cipora Schwartz, certainly.  She is a woman of great integrity and 
intelligence.  She was involved mainly in the school system, but she and I worked 
together in terms of the community.  We both felt that you have to tap the resources you 
have, and Ridgewood is rich in resources. 
 
SARAH:   Were there any specific projects you worked on together? 
 
ROBERTA:  Various campaigns for school board, mainly. 
 
SARAH:  So you were for your heavily involved with school board as well? 
 
ROBERTA:  I was involved in the campaign peripherally, because I was on the council 
and very involved politically.  I couldn't be too in front. 
 
SARAH:   And looking ahead, what type of lifetime goals do you plan to work towards?  
 
ROBERTA:  That's a tough question.  I'm 80 years old, so I don't know how much 
longer I have to do any goal (laughter). 
 
SARAH:  Then, looking back, reflecting, do you have any stories you want to tell, any 
fond memories of the times you spent here with your kids and your husband and what 
you were able to accomplish? 
 
ROBERTA:  Oh, wonderful memories.  I mean, we made friends with so many people. 
Many of the people I know I met through my children, and they went to Ridge School 
and GW.  Lou Eisenhower, who was principal of GW, was an old friend.  She served on 



the board of the Housing Corporation, and she and I had some wonderful times.  We 
traveled around the country together.  
 
SARAH:  I guess that's another question we were asking.  Is there a place you travelled 
to that you have really fond memories of? 
 
ROBERTA:   The national parks.  We traveled to most of the national parks.  Oh, and  
another story--when I was elected, I was the first woman mayor, and they made much 
of it in Ridgewood.  You know, like a “woman mayor!  My God, she must have two 
heads” (laughter).   On one trip, we went out West, and when we were in Utah, we were 
in the town that was a Mormon community, and I saw a picture from the 1800s and the 
entire council was women.  It was very, very encouraging.   
 
SARAH:  Did you find it difficult being the first woman mayor? 
 
ROBERTA:  No, we got along beautifully as a council.  That first council was the most 
fun I ever had.   We really were very, very congenial.   I mean, I never knew if anybody 
was Republican or Democratic because we were a non-partisan community, and we 
never talked about politics.  It was so much fun we had.  Every Fourth of July the 
council would ride in cars, open convertibles, and I remember I was behind Marge 
Roukema, and I watched her like a hawk, and she was going and I was going like this.  
And I borrowed a child--my kids were young teens at that point and they didn't want to 
be seen in the convertible with mom--so I borrowed a child from the Wiests, who had 
young kids, and I remember Julie Wiest was my borrowed baby.  She was an adorable 
little girl--blonde hair, blue-eyed and very enthusiastic.  She really waved to everybody.  
It was fun. 
 
SARAH:  And the Fourth of July was always a big event in Ridgewood? 
 
ROBERTA:  Interestingly enough, it was the men on the Council who worried about 
what they were going to wear.  They coordinated their outfits.  They wore blue blazers, 
white shirts, and red ties.   
 
SARAH:  Any specific reason or they just wanted to look… 
 
ROBERTA:   They just wanted to look right and it was fun.  I thought, you know, how 
strange that I'm the only woman and I never thought about what I was wearing.   
 
SARAH:  Was there a specific Fourth of July parade that sticks out in your memory, 
besides that one?  
 
ROBERTA:  Well, they were all similar.   Basically, too many fire engines, I think 
everybody felt that way.  
 
SARAH:  Very big event in Ridgewood.  I guess the final question is, are there any 
events in Ridgewood that you see now as being similar to when you were mayor and 



how they could be very different?  
 
ROBERTA:  Well, Earth Day is a wonderful event.  That’s at Van Neste Square, and I 
still participate in that.   The Women Gardeners has a booth, and I always work at that 
booth.   
 
SARAH:  And what is the main goal of Earth Day that you want to accomplish? 
 
ROBERTA:  To create awareness of gardening and what nature does for us and what 
we should do to prove preserve nature. 
 
SARAH:   Any other final stories you’d like to…anything about Ridgewood? 
 
ROBERTA:   I would love to see my grandchildren grow up in this community. 
 
SARAH:  Are they living here now?  
 
No, my children, one daughter lives in Connecticut, one son in Manhattan, and the other 
son in Westchester.  They’re surrounding us, but they're not here. 
 
SARAH:  Are you trying to try to recruit them to move here now? 
 
ROBERTA:  I do.   
 
SARAH:  …with the schools.  Well, thank you so much for taking the time to share your 
stories with us, we appreciate it. 
 
ROBERTA:   Well, thank you for having me.   
 
SARAH:  And this concludes the interview at the Ridgewood Public Library.   
 
ROBERTA:  Thank you. 
 
SARAH:  Thank you.   


