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SARAH:  My name is Sarah Kiefer.  Today is Wednesday, May 2, 2018, and I’m 
speaking with Ellie Gruber.  We are recording this interview in the Bolger Heritage 
Center of the Ridgewood Public Library.  Thank you, Ellie, so much for coming in and 
agreeing to share your story today.   Just to start, can you give some background 
information on how you came to live in Ridgewood and around when?   
 
ELLIE:  Yes, and thank you, Sarah, I think this is a great program.  My husband 
teaches at NYU, and at the time the campus was down on Wall Street, and we looked 
for a place in New Jersey cause the commute was so excellent.  And we were divided 
between Montclair and Ridgewood--the faculty was evenly divided.  We put a bid on a 
house in Montclair—we lost it.  We put a bid in on a house in Ridgewood and won it, 
and that’s how we came to Ridgewood, and it was a very happy thing for us.  
 
SARAH:  Along those lines, can you share some of your fondest memories of living in 
Ridgewood? 
 
ELLIE:  Absolutely, I’ve had so many.  I think the first thing that ever happened to us 
when we moved in-- we lived on George Street, and I had two children--one of the city 
carriages, a dog attached, and I went for walk and walked around the corner and saw 
Mr. Lester plowing his field.  And it was a shock cause no one told us there was a farm 
there.  And the kids used to love to watch him—not the baby, was in a carriage--our 
toddler loved to watch him, our dog was always barking at him, and he was the most 
cantankerous guy in the world.  We used to buy corn from him, and vegetables. 
 
The second thing is, we loved Graydon, we loved swimming at Graydon, we loved Van 
Saun, the duck pond.  We had been in the city for six years, and we missed walking 
along the street and meeting people, but we found that when we went to the parks, we 
could find people there. 
 



SARAH:  And have you seen some of those parks in the areas around Ridgewood, 
anything else, changing over the past few years?    
 
ELLIE:  Well, some of the changes haven't been good.   Luckily, the Lester stable has 
been saved, and so people can enjoy that park, instead of having a lot of homes.  I’m 
thrilled that Grove Park was prevented from being developed.  That was going to be, I 
think, almost 100 homes.  Then they realized that they’d have to build an elementary 
school, and then they decided that wasn't a good idea.   
 
I think what bothers me the most, and I guess it's because I'm old and I’ve lived here a 
long time, is the loss of the downtown mom-and-pop stores.  We loved the Big Store 
which was a hardware store.  We loved Drapkin’s, which was a stationery store--we 
could go and buy things.  We had a 5 and 10, we had a fabric store, things like that, 
and we do miss that, but that's progress.  As chains came and the Internet came, we 
really had to bend with the times. 
 
SARAH:  There’s still the downtown to walk around in…   
 
ELLIE:  Yes, we have, it’s actually called “uptown” for some strange reason.  Our kids 
used to go “uptown,” and I wondered where that was.  But it’s “uptown.”  So, yes, and 
we lived now on South Irving, and the kids walked everywhere, I never drove them 
anywhere, so that’s a good part.   
 
SARAH:  And you spoke a little bit about the parks—I believe you are heavily involved 
in a lot of projects with these parks.  Can you talk about your public service? 
 
ELLIE:  Absolutely.  I was raised in Maine where we really--it emphasized keeping 
things clean, getting outdoors a lot, and I got involved with the League of Women Voters 
of New Jersey, and they really taught me about water, about open spaces, and I 
became very active in Ridgewood at the same time.  And we were instrumental in 
passing some legislation to protect the watershed, protect the open spaces.  And then I 
got involved with “Wildscape,” which, at its time, back in the ‘70s or maybe the early 
‘80s, had about 800 members.  Had photography classes, walks, poetry contests, and 
it was so impressive. 
 
And then, unfortunately, one of the leaders passed away, and it sort of remained 
dormant for many years, and we decided, as there was a push to develop all our open 
spaces, that we’d we better start it up again, and that's really been our big, big effort. 
 
SARAH:  Is there a particular project that you worked on that you feel very… 
 
ELLIE:  Hands down, it’s the Lester stable.  The Lester house was a giant house right 
where the stable is now.  Someone wanted to build homes on the property.  I think Mr. 
Lester, when he passed away, had no heirs, and he wanted to donate it to the town.  
But things have not changed in Ridgewood--there was a lot of squabbling about what to 
do.  And some kids got into the house, started smoking, and set the house on fire and 



burned it down.   
 
So then there was a problem--what to do?  So that’s when a group of us, it was the 
League of Women Voters, believe it or not, we decided we should do something.  The 
stable was laying half in the brook, and we contacted a house mover--we had a 
wonderful mayor at that time, Ed Butler—we had a study about it in the League, and we 
decided that it wasn’t worth the money if there couldn’t be a use for it.  So, at the time, 
the Parks and Recreation Department was in a closet in the main building, and they  
just had no place to go.  So, we said, you know, they could use a place to have their 
own. And this was the old building before they fixed it up.   
 
And we got an “angel,” in David Bolger--he raised money, he helped us--we had a 
house mover pull the stable out of the brook, move it to where it is now.  We had 
volunteer painters, plumbers, woodworkers, windows, everything.  And, at the time, I 
have to tell you, and you've got the files here, there was so much opposition to it.  
People said that it was a waste of money, it was no good, it didn't make any sense.  
But once we built it, it is the crown jewel of the town, and I'm really, really proud that we 
had a part to do with that.   
 
SARAH:  That was a big restoration project.  How many years did that go on? 
 
ELLIE:  Less than a year, because we really, really put our backs into it.  And the 
interesting thing is, if you go inside the stable, you’ll notice that the wood is gorgeous.  
It’s reddish, because Dave Bolger had a contact at a lumber yard, and all their extra 
junk lumber they brought, turned backside out, so it all matched and that's the way it is 
made.  It’s really beautiful.  And, by the way, the corn crib is at the Hermitage.  And I 
don’t know what happened to the latrine.   
 
SARAH:  So was your family involved in a lot of these projects, or was it something 
just passionate to you? 
 
ELLIE:   Well, my family supported me, that's for sure, and I think they're proud of what 
we did.  They complained a lot when I dragged them along, I’ll say, like every kid, but 
they've grown up to be great adults.  And my husband's fantastic, a big supporter.  
Everybody’s called me a tree-hugger. 
 
SARAH:  Nothing wrong with that. 
 
ELLIE:  No. 
 
SARAH:  Among these projects, was there a Ridgewood resident or a person that 
worked with you that you admired?    
 
ELLIE:  Not admired so much that worked with me, but there were three people, two 
people in particular, three people, who I really--and I thought about this-- The first one is 
Dave Marsh--none of these live in Ridgewood anymore.  David Marsh was the head of 



health and physical education at Ridgewood High, at all the schools.  And when he 
retired, I wrote him a note and said he saved more lives than I think anyone in 
Ridgewood.  He fought against tremendous odds to have AIDS education put in the 
school, and, if you knew the opposition, you would not believe how he prevailed.  He 
had anti-smoking, driving, all those things, he was just a won—he is, they live in Seattle 
now.  I'm still friendly with them--he has letters from people that never forgot what he 
did.  He is really a giant, a giant, and selfless.   
 
The second person is Peggy Norris, who I thought--I know she must think a lot of you, 
she does think a lot of you—she really helped me.  We tried to save the Pease Library, 
we were not successful.  The Ridgewood Library Board beat us up, beat us out of it. It’s 
really a shame because now they just hang the picture of poor George Pease and call 
this the Pease Building.  Anyway, that was unsuccessful, but Peggy was so helpful.  
She worked night and day to help us with that, and I just admire her in general.   She’s 
helping us with the Schedler property, and Joe, of course, but it’s Peggy who I really 
know.   
 
And the third person sadly passed away.  That was Isabella Altano, and she was a 
recent friend, a beautiful person, an architect--lived across from the Schedler property 
and taught me and taught me really why the house was so valuable.  And we really 
miss her.  In fact, she just won an award—the Bergen County Historic Preservation 
Award that’s to be given on the 10th.  So it's sad that it's posthumously, because, at the 
time, the counselor manager fought us every step of the way, so. you know…. 
 
SARAH:  And that’s an ongoing project right now?   
 
ELLIE:  Oh, yeah, there’s been a little bit of controversy. 
 
SARAH:  A little bit.   Well, it’s hard when you’re trying to work to preserve… 
 
ELLIE:  It’s very difficult—there’s always someone who’s against it.   
 
SARAH:  You spoke a little bit, but how did you get involved with the League of 
Women Voters and can you talk a little bit about what that group does?   
 
ELLIE:  When we moved to Ridgewood, as I say, I was used to walking along the 
Upper West Side, with a carriage and stuff.  I had worked for four years before that, so 
I was busy at work--I was used to seeing people all the time.  We had sandboxes, we 
had Riverside Park, we had so many places to meet people.  When I came to 
Ridgewood, I said, “Is everyone dead here?”  I mean, I didn't see anybody, so I was 
really looking for something to do.  I was going a little bit stir crazy.  And someone, a 
friend of ours, who suggested we move to Ridgewood, said, you know---someone 
asked me to join this club, that club, and when I went, it wasn't for me.  And she said 
“Why don’t you join the League,” because they have babysitting. For a dollar, I could 
leave two kids off for a long, long time, and if you wanted them back, you paid a dollar 
fifty.  But nobody did.  No, just kidding.   



 
Anyway, so I said, well, my God, what can I lose here?  So, I went--there was 
babysitting—it was behind the Unitarian Society--wonderful woman--and I walked into 
the room, and I said, “Oh boy, this is the place to meet a lot of thinking women—fun, 
smart, everything I wanted, and my best friends for over 50 years are from the League. 
So, it's just a fantastic organization, and I'm very active in the state League-- I'm still 
head of the Natural Resources Committee, where I've met the smartest people all over 
the state.  We do a lot of good things. 
 
SARAH:  And I guess with all of this that’s going on, is there anything that you're 
looking forward to working on, something that you’re working towards? 
 
ELLIE:   Well, I’m working towards the Schedler property, the house, but more 
important, I’m working on state stuff, because we’ve had a lot of damage over the last 
eight years, and they want offshore drilling—we’re trying to oppose.  They want to 
dispose of hydro-fracking fluids in New Jersey, to put in the Delaware.  We’re opposing 
that.  We do a lot of work on the state level, and that's really where I focus most of my 
efforts.   
 
SARAH:  Is that with the League? 
 
ELLIE:  League of Women Voters of New Jersey.  We’re not an environmental 
organization—we’re public interest.  So when we do write something, the legislators 
pay attention, because we’re not considered “environmental.”  We look at it from a 
different way, and we have a lot of smart people work with us.  We work with the other 
states, and we have a lot of male members.  We just never changed our name. My 
husband's a member. 
 
SARAH:   So, do you work then with the environmental groups when you're working on 
these types of projects? 
 
ELLIE:  Oh, sure.  Of course, of course.  We sign on to letters from Food and Water 
Watch, Sierra Club--depending on what they say.  You know, we’re very careful about 
what kind of groups we go in with.  In Ridgewood, the League is wonderful in 
Ridgewood.  I'm just more focused on the environment.  We have a Water Committee 
now-- right now I'm active in the Ridgewood Environmental Advisory Committee.  We’re 
proposing a single-use plastic bag ban--that's what we’re working on with the Guild and 
the Chamber.  We’re trying to tell people not to drink bottled water, to drink good ol’ 
Ridgewood water because it's excellent.  We’re trying to get the sports groups to stop 
with the plastic bottles.  And, actually, when my children were very, very young, and 
they gave you a lot of money for aluminum, and they wanted ice cream—this is a true 
story--at 5 o'clock in the morning on July 5, I would take my station wagon, and we 
would go around where the parade was, Graydon, and fill up the back of the station 
wagon with aluminum cans--drive to, I forget where the place was--and get enough 
money for the kids to have ice cream. They hated me for it, but that's how they got their 
money.   



 
SARAH:  They got ice cream out of it… 
 
ELLIE:  They did.  They did.  
 
SARAH:  That’s interesting… 
 
ELLIE:  I’ll tell you my biggest failure, is not getting deposit legislation in New Jersey.  
I was called “Bottle Bill Ellie” for a long, long time, but it never passed because the 
supermarkets opposed it.  Nine states have it—it’s successful.   
 
SARAH:  What is it?   
 
ELLIE:  The deposit legislation means that you get a deposit--when you buy a bottle, a 
Coke can, juice can, bottled water--if you'll notice, you can look--it says the name of the 
states that have deposits on it.  And you can take them, return them to the state--you 
pay a nickel extra for it.  But when you bring it back, you get your nickel back.  And it 
actually works very, very well.  That was a big loss.  
 
SARAH:  I have seen that. 
 
ELLIE:  Yeah.   
 
SARAH:  Well, you’re heavily involved and have a lot to talk about—is there anything 
else you wanted to mention?   
 
ELLIE:  No, I just think this local center is fantastic, and I really wish more people 
would take advantage of it.  I think you’re doing a great job. 
 
SARAH:  Thank you.  It’s a good resource when you're working on these types of 
projects, when people stop in.   And we appreciate you sharing your story because 
when people are doing other projects regarding the environment and so forth, they have 
this to work with as well.  Thank you so much. 


