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SARAH:  My name is Sarah Kiefer.  Today is May 16, 2016, and I’m speaking with 
Arthur Wrubel.  We are recording this interview in the Boulder Heritage Center of the 
Ridgewood Public Library.  Thank you so much for coming today.  You said you had 
some stuff you want to talk about first.   
 
ARTHUR:  You’re welcome.  I wanted to talk about the changes in Ridgewood since I 
came here in late 1968.  I think the most significant thing that’s happened has really 
been invisible to most people, and that is the expansion of individual houses.  People’s 
desires for living have expanded in the last, probably 50, years.  So what has 
happened is that many homes in Ridgewood have expanded and changed, I think, the 
character of the houses they live in and also, slightly, the character of the 
neighborhoods they live in.  As a matter of fact, I think in 1969 the population of 
Ridgewood was about 29,000, and for some reason it’s dropped to about 25,000.  It’s 
been that pretty steady for the last 20 years.  So while houses were growing larger, the 
population was either static or dropping.   
 
Now the second biggest change that is much more visible is the change in the 
downtown area, the commercial district.  And there what happened is that there have 
been a change in the uses of the businesses there.  There used to be a lot of 
mom-and-pop stores, that is, clothing stores, drugstores.  There was even a grocery 
store when I came, and a butcher shop, and a shoemaker.  And now what has 
happened is that-- and I think it's a national trend probably, and I don’t have any 
answers for it—is that we have a concentration of restaurants.  Everybody knows about 
that now.  We have quite a few banks, quite a few nail salons and beauty salons—did I 
mention banks?  I did.  And, not as a result, but concurrent with the change in uses in 
downtown Ridgewood, the town enacted a Historic Preservation Commission in 1992.  
And I was the chairman a few years later, and I was the chairman until about two years 
ago.   Now the significance of that is that the downtown district was declared a historic 
zoning district.  What that meant was that any changes in the district had to go before 



the Historic Preservation Commission and the Planning Board for approval.  Hence, we 
have a much more homogenous downtown compared to other towns which have a lot of 
loud and obnoxious signs and stores.  And I think the historic nature of the downtown is 
a very important draw for the people here, because everybody unanimously thinks that 
Ridgewood has a very good-looking downtown, a very beautiful downtown.  And it was 
the Historic Preservation Commission— it was a reflection of the desire of the council 
and the people at the time to keep it that way.   
 
Now one of the big items, one of the big enforcement items in the district, was a sign 
ordinance that the Planning Board approved back in the mid ‘80s, and that required 
signs of a specific design-- that is, dimensions.  Color was not included.  And there 
were some dimensions of the signs--the lettering, the size, the coverage of how many 
signs could cover a storefront.  And that had a great deal to do with keeping the 
character and really the beauty of the downtown, shall we say, contained?   
 
I was on the Planning Board for 15 years, so I talk, and I am a professional planner by 
trade, so I guess I talk a lot of regulation and planning concepts.  But one of the biggest 
planning changes that’s occurred in Ridgewood, and it’s occurred slowly over about 20 
years, is the transformation of Franklin Avenue from what used to be, so called gasoline 
Alley—that is, there were 4 or 5, or maybe 3 or 4, gas stations and gasoline repair 
stations and also automobile sales stores along Franklin Avenue, and that's changed in 
the last 20 years very slowly.  And it’s changed over, really frankly, to something that I 
think is very undesirable.  The one thing that Ridgewood had going for it in its 
downtown area, the one significant thing that makes it different from everybody else, is 
that it was compact—you could walk downtown and you could go from store and you 
could shop window to window.  Now Franklin Avenue has turned into a kind of a retail 
strip mix, but you can't do that because you have little parking lots in front of each 
building.  So that was a missed opportunity that the Planning Board missed while I was 
on it, although I spoke about it quite often.  And, it changed on its own…sorta leads into 
the last big change that’s gonna occur probably in this entire century, is to add housing 
density to downtown Ridgewood.  A recent zoning amendment was approved by the 
Council to increase the density, allowable density, for housing downtown, and that will 
change a bit of the character downtown because it will give some life to downtown… 
having people living there, and shopping there and parking there and working there.  
So it's a significant change.  Boy, that’s a lot of change since 1968, but actually most 
people really don't want to see any change in Ridgewood.  That seems to be an 
instinct.  It’s somewhat tragic because change happens, whether they like it or not.  
Stores change, people's tastes change, their house desires change, but somehow 
everybody thinks the village has not changed, but it has changed significantly.    
 
SARAH:  You talked about some of the changes that are going on in Ridgewood, but 
can you describe a little more the line of work you were in, and doing the committee, 
and how you got involved in that? 
 
ARTHUR:  Well, my background is architecture, I have a Bachelor’s in architecture and 
a Master’s of city planning, so my profession was city planning.  And it was a natural—I 



was appointed to the Planning Board, I think in the early 1980s, and I was Vice 
Chairman for many years.  So it was just a natural thing to understand that and to be 
involved in that.  And then from my work on the Planning Board, I was appointed to the 
Historic Preservation Commission, and for a time I was on both, but I gradually became 
the chairman of that.  And, frankly, it was brand-new back in, somewhere around 1994 
is when it was approved, I think, November of 1994.  And it was relatively new—it was 
really started, I think, by The League of Women Voters. They did a great job of 
quantifying and identifying the historic houses in Ridgewood and the historic buildings. 
And we have quite a few.  Most of the history of Ridgewood's architecture is really in 
the houses.  We have a few buildings downtown that are historic and attractive at the 
same time.  Some of them are fairly mundane though.  In becoming the chairman of 
the Historic Commission, I really had the opportunity, I think, to shape the direction and 
the purpose and the agenda of the Commission…so I think initially people sort of 
thought of us as a beautifying project for downtown, and, of course, it isn’t.  And we 
kind of developed within the Commission itself—and there are so many members on the 
Commission who are still there, who’ve been there for maybe 20 years, you know, and 
they have absorbed, I think, and now identify what the major purpose of the 
Commission is.  And that was quite a task.  Also, just getting the government, the 
government of this small town of 25,000 people on board, was no small task, 
particularly the Building Department. And I was just thinking to myself as I came over 
here…I shouldn’t think bad thoughts, but… It was a real battle to get the Building 
Department to even know we’re alive.  It took a good decade, frankly, after a lot of 
pestering, to get them to make us part of the machinery of government.  You’d think for 
25,000 people it would be pretty easy, but it wasn’t.   
 
SARAH:  I would expect that to be difficult, but worthwhile. 
 
ARTHUR:  In government, when you want to get rid of something, what you do is, you 
put somebody over the people you want to get rid of.  That’s what happened in the 
building department, thank God.   
 
SARAH:  Do you have a particular project that you really enjoyed working on?   
 
ARTHUR:  You know, we worked on a couple.  I think the one I enjoyed working on 
until the end, I think, was the railroad station--the design of the railroad station.  Since 
the railroad station itself is on the National Register of Historic Places, it was referred to 
us for comments and input.  And it goes back--it had a 10 year history, too.  Nothing 
happens easily in Ridgewood.   And the history started with the railroad being put, with 
the station really being put in the wrong location.  And I won't go into a lot of detail, but 
the state prepared a couple of million dollars worth of plans on that wrong location.  
And finally when the Council finally convinced them that they needed to move the 
railroad station farther north from where it was, so that the trains would not block, 
visually block downtown.  It sorta splits downtown now.  And visually the trains would 
have split it even more.  So we were able to move it—they were able to move it farther 
north.  And the architecture of the station was really very well done.  It really was very 
compatible with the architecture in Ridgewood.  The only thing that didn't work out in 



the railroad station was the lighting.  Instead of having the lights at night being a white 
light—I forgot the technical term for the light, but it casts a white glow—they punished 
us because we, apparently the village gave them a hard time about the design of the 
station and a lot of other things, and they put in yellow lights, which they agreed not to 
do but they did.  But it's a good design and it was a lot of fun working on the design, 
working with the people in Trenton on it.   
 
And we worked with private owners on their buildings many times.  They had no idea 
what they wanted to do and what was the right thing, and they really looked to us for 
guidance.  And I’m trying to think of the places that we guided, they were so many of 
them.  Let’s see, I’m looking at the Wilsey building picture—the library, oh that was 
another project we worked with the village on, the restoration of the library.  And we felt 
that the library really--the only way for the library--or the Pease Library, which was what 
it was called—was to survive, was to have a use for it.  Now the library was not going 
to be used—it was laying vacant for at least 15 years, and it had the police station in 
there for a while and some other temporary uses.  It had to have a new use, and the 
name of this office which you are in--David Bolger--contributed the money to renovate 
the building.  And along with the money came a caveat which was really to destroy the 
hill in front of it, which had the library set up on this hill.  Now it’s set up on a parking lot.  
That was the only negative about it.  But in order to keep things, you gotta make some 
changes.   
 
The most recent building was this new steakhouse.  I forgot the name of it, but all they 
do is serve steak.  And it’s either on Oak or Chestnut Street—I always forget which is 
Chestnut and which is Oak.  I think it was Chestnut.  Anyway, it was a three story 
building which was completely renovated, and made it much more sympathetic to the 
other buildings in Ridgewood.  You know, there are a lot of subtle things about building 
design, and most commercial owners haven’t got the slightest clue what's right and 
what’s wrong.  They just think of what can be loud and boisterous so people will come, 
that’s their only thought.  So the Historic Commission's basic purpose is to keep things 
toned down.  One of the things we haven't been able to quantify is the color of 
buildings, so we left that out of the ordinance.  And we do that just by common sense.   
Every once in a while someone comes along and breaks that common sense, like about 
10 years ago, somebody painted their building purple, and it was pretty bad.  We 
recently, we have another building that is existing downtown—it’s a tacos place, I forget 
the name of it—which is painted a very dark blue, and it just doesn't work with the rest 
of downtown.  So there's always that creeping problem of having things creep in that 
are very incompatible.   
 
Another thing I understand about downtown—I’m just trying to hit the main changes that 
I see.  Now my kids have all gone to school here so I’m really not inside the school 
system, and I assume it’s working the way other school systems are working, or not 
working—and I think with the amount of funding they have, and the caliber of students 
they get, they really can't lose—they can’t miss.  The one thing I notice about school  
is that nobody walks to school any more.  Now my kids, you know, they were four years 
old when they started walking to school themselves, or five, I’m not sure.  Now 



everybody gets picked up by a car.  If you live down the block, you’re getting picked up 
by cars.  And what happens is that 3:15, 3 o'clock, there’s a huge traffic jam all over 
Bergen County, probably all over the country.  Everybody’s getting picked up by cars, 
and it’s created its own problems.  It’s also, I think, created traffic jams all over the 
place.  But that’s the most significant school activity I see that’s changed.   
 
Politically, let’s see, Ridgewood is a nonpartisan government, and from my memory 
here, it's been a very clean and honest government.  I can't remember when somebody 
in Ridgewood who’s a part of Ridgewood's government, notwithstanding somebody who 
stole a lot of quarters from the meters, there’s been no corruption that I know of in 
Ridgewood.  The Council, generally speaking, does the right thing.  Sometimes they 
need help in doing that, in getting the better advice.   
 
SARAH:  I’d be interested, with your architecture and history background, is there a 
specific building in Ridgewood that you find most interests you?  
 
ARTHUR:  That’s a good question.  What interests me is architecture, whether it’s old, 
historic or new.  Now Ridgewood has very little contemporary architecture--very few 
very few, what I would call, new buildings.  They’re all basically recreations of old 
buildings.  And the building I like the most is the one that was designed—well, I like 
Ridge School a lot—the design of that was done, I think, in 1950.   And down the block 
on Godwin Avenue—no, it’s not Godwin, it’s on West Ridgewood Avenue—there’s a 
medical office building that converted--or not converted--but was built adjacent to the 
old Lord mansion which used to be, I guess, from a very wealthy guy in Ridgewood by 
the name of Lord, who had a hill beside it where my kids used to sleigh ride.  But they 
put in an addition—course it eliminated the sleigh riding-- which I think is one of the 
good contemporary architectural additions in the area.   It’s not great modern 
architecture, but it works in Ridgewood as a contemporary building next to an old 
building.  And the Wilsey building is an outstanding building architecturally.   The 
building across the street, the Moore Building, diagonally across the street, is also 
architecturally—it’s an English Tudor building, which is very similar to the house I live in 
actually—English Tudor—small.  The bank building, which had 4 or 5 banks in it, which 
is now the fish restaurant.   That's how, you know, things have changed in Ridgewood.   
Uses that used to be there, the bank--there used to be two banks or three banks in 
Ridgewood in the ‘20s and ‘30s, and now there is probably half a dozen or a 
dozen.banks—now that wasn’t due to Ridgewood, it was due to banking laws, that 
proliferated the number of retail outlets that the banks have.  And, of course, 
Ridgewood being affluent, they put in a lot of banks.      
 
Of course, the buildings I really like the most are the stone houses.  In downtown 
there’s one stone house which was occupied by a physician, whose name I’m 
forgetting.  It was built around 1770, around 1770, and its stone brownstone walls are 
still there.  And there’s another brownstone house that was built around that time by the 
Ackermans, it’s called the Ackerman House.   And it’s out—it was adjacent at one point 
to Route 17.  And it’s now out on, on the other side of Route 17.  So these old stone 
houses, there are six or seven in Ridgewood, really defined Ridgewood as it looked in 



the 1770s or 1780s. Right now we’re trying to preserve a house that was built around 
1820.  And give me a minute and I’ll think of the name—Zabriskie.  It’s the Zabriskie 
house but it was owned for about a hundred years by a family called Schedler, we call it 
now the Schedler house, and it’s on Saddle River Road.   And it’s facing south and it 
had an orientation.  It was basically all farms around there when it was built, and we’re 
trying to find now a use for the building so it can be preserved, and that’s become a very 
contentious subject with the Council which is not willing to fund it although we could get 
county funds to rehab it.  They don’t want to do that because they don’t want to have a 
building on their hands that they haven’t got a use for.  So that’s a problem for the 
future, not too distant future.   
 
SARAH:  Besides that project, looking ahead, are there any others that you plan to 
work on? 
 
ARTHUR:  Well, right now, I don’t work on them personally yet, but I just comment on 
them before the Council, so forth, but there may be a project that comes along that I will 
work on more intimately.   
 
SARAH:  Well, you’ve given us a lot of information, you’ve kinda covered all the 
questions I had.  So, is there anything else you want to talk on about the history or the 
changes in Ridgewood? 
 
ARTHUR:  Well, what I should've done is read the book I wrote, on the various historic 
aspects of Ridgewood.  But, I think the stone houses, as I mentioned before, is one of 
them.  And the basic, what I call the basic reason for Ridgewood's existence and its 
development into a village--although I think it’s more than a village, I think it’s a town--is 
the fact that there was a railroad and a railroad stop in town, and that created this 
railroad commuting, which made Ridgewood a desirable place to live in.  Heretofore it 
had been an agricultural community—a lot of produce used to get shipped out of here, 
and a lot of manufactured goods.  There were some—along the Ho-Ho-Kus brook, 
there were a couple of factories that used the water power to churn the wheels and 
manufacture things, and they were an important factor in the development of 
Ridgewood.  But that’s about it.    
 
SARAH:  Well, thank you so much for doing the interview today. 
 
ARTHUR:  You’re welcome.   


