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SARAH:  My name is Sarah Kiefer.  Today is June 27, 2017, and I'm speaking with 
Rick McGrath.  We are recording this interview in the Bolger Heritage Center of the  
Ridgewood Public Library.  Thank you so much for joining us today and agreeing to 
share your story.  To get started, can you give us a little information on how you came 
to live in Ridgewood and when? 
 
RICK:   My parents moved to Ridgewood from Staten Island, where I was born in April 
of 1953.  Except for time spent at college and in the Army, I have lived here ever since 
May of ’53, because I did not move with my parents and my two younger siblings.  I 
was shipped off to my father's brother and his wife for a couple of weeks so that the rest 
of them could get settled.  So I actually got here in May of ’53, before Memorial Day 
and before my birthday cause my birthday’s in June.   
 
When my wife and I got engaged, we were fortunately in a position to buy a house, 
rather than rent.  We looked around Bergen County because I had a job here, or I had 
a job lined up here.  And she had a job lined up as a librarian in Bayonne at the time, 
so it made sense to live in New Jersey rather than Long Island from whence my wife 
comes, and was born.  We looked all around Bergen County—Glen Rock, Midland 
Park, Ho-Ho-Kus, Wyckoff, Ramsey.  We weren’t fixated on Ridgewood in any way, 
shape, or form, but ultimately, we found a house on East Glen Avenue, across Rt. 17, 
and that's where we bought.   And that’s where we raised, or where we were married.  
I was already living in the house—we had three children born while we were living in the 
house.   
 
And then, as the kids got older, I want to say the baby might have been five, so it was 
mid ‘80s, we started to feel a little squeezed.  We had two girls and a boy in a Cape 
Cod.  And while there was enough room for us, there wasn’t a whole lot of space to 
move your arms and all that stuff, you’re kind of tripping over each other.  So we 
decided to look for a new house.  And we didn’t want to pull the kids out of the schools, 



so we were then limited to looking in the Hawes area of Ridgewood or the Glen area of 
Ridgewood.  Interestingly enough, we found a house two blocks away from where we 
lived on Norgate, and that's what where we ultimately bought and moved.  And I’ve 
lived there since ’87, I believe it is.  But I’ve been in Ridgewood since ’53.    
 
Ridgewood has changed rather significantly since I was here.  When we got here, there 
were 7,500 people in Ridgewood.  When my brother graduated high school, 
Ridgewood High SchooI—I did not, I went to Bergen Catholic, Ridgewood’s most bitter 
rival—but my brother graduated in 1969-- I believe it was the largest graduating class in 
the history of the school. There were about 450 of them.  Now they graduate maybe 
250.   So, the population of Ridgewood—which was 7,500 when we got here, and I 
know that cause I did some research—grew to almost 29,000 the year my brother 
graduated.  So it quadrupled between the time I was five and the time I was 21.   And 
then it’s since settled back—it’s now 25, 26.  But I’ve seen some rather significant 
changes. 
 
This library wasn’t here when I got here.   It was the old Pease Library on the west side 
of town, which is where I grew up, on the west side of town.  And I could walk to that 
library fairly readily.  This one was a little bit more of a hike.    
 
But, yeah, I saw Glen, Hawes, Orchard, and Ridge get built.   I saw Valley Hospital 
explode in size.   I saw George Washington go from a primary school to a middle 
school, junior high, to a middle school.  I saw BF [Benjamin Franklin] open.  I saw 
older schools get closed and demolished.  I grew up on a street with fields and space 
and woods and streams and creeks—a block away there were fields with grass as high 
as my waist, and abandoned chicken coops and farm buildings.  I’m an engineer, I was 
going to be an engineer from a very early age, so if there was a building, I was going to 
go see it.  I’d want to go see how it was built, and whether I could climb on it, or climb 
in it, or climb through it, and all that stuff disappeared in the course of my youth.   
 
The empty lots all got built, streets got busier, obviously we had more schools, we had 
more school students—all of that changed in my lifetime.  I can remember when there 
were no parking meters in Ridgewood.   Yes, I bet there’s only a handful of us who still 
do.  
 
But, yeah, used to be a cop—it was the same cop forever, when I was a kid—he was an 
Irishman—big, ruddy face.  Irish name.  I don’t remember it, but it was an Irish name.  
And he would ride around town on a three-wheeled motorcycle, and he would mark your 
tire with a chalk.  And when he came back, making his rounds, an hour or two later, 
whatever the limit was for parking, if the chalk mark was-- he would put the chalk mark 
in the same place every time—if the chalk mark hadn’t moved, he knew you hadn’t 
moved, and he wrote you a ticket.  So I remember that.     
 
Parking in Ridgewood?  I listened to them scream about it when I was knee high to a 
grasshopper, and now I’m retired and they’re still screaming about it.  Personally, I 
don’t understand it.  I’ve been driving in this town forever, and in the course of my 52 



years of driving in this town, only twice have I not been able to find a parking space.   I 
think a lot of people in this town think they have a God-given, constitutionally 
guaranteed right to park right in front of the door of the shop they’re going to.  And they 
don’t want to walk.   I don’t care, I grew up on the west side of town, I’d park over on 
Cottage Place and walk back to the barber on the west side of town, if that’s where the 
space was.   Didn’t bother me any.  Parking—yeah, they claim it’s a problem and I 
don’t necessarily believe it.  I’ve been dealing with it for too long.   
 
SARAH:   It seems to be an issue that comes up a lot, and the changes in downtown 
Ridgewood.  Have you noticed a lot of those changes?   
 
RICK:   Oh, yeah, I can remember stores that are long gone—Drapkin’s and Cobbs 
and Ridgewood Drug, which is gone, and Town and Country used to be Rexall, I think.  
They discovered that sign when they redid the façade, maybe 10 years ago.  Banks 
have come and gone and all that stuff.  But, you know, Ridgewood was always a bunch 
of small stores.  The biggest change I’ve seen is, we’ve let the small stores disappear, 
and now we have restaurants.   To each his own, if that’s what keeps the business 
going, that’s what you do.  I look at Ridgewood, and I say, well, if I want a jeweler, I’ll 
come to Ridgewood; if I want a restaurant, I’ll come to Ridgewood; if I want a bank, I’ll 
come to Ridgewood—not much else, at least not for me personally, but I’m the world’s 
worst shopper, so….I’m not a fair judge of what has to be done to survive in a 
community.    
 
But, yeah, there were a lot of stores—I think McHugh’s is gone, Sealfons is gone.  
Sealfons had the greatest deal in the world at Christmas.  They used to do a Christmas 
show, like 7 o’clock at night, and they’d only let men in the store.  And the women who 
worked there would model different outfits, and they’d give you a piece of paper with, 
you know, Mary’s wearing this and Janie’s wearing this, so on and so forth.  And you 
could look at it, and if you saw something you wanted for your wife or your girlfriend, 
you’d mark it, and when the show was over, you’d go over to the counter, and “I want 
one of these, and this is my wife or girlfriend’s size,” and they’d get it for you.  For a guy 
who doesn’t shop, that was the greatest thing since sliced bread.  I could just sit there 
and pick out a couple of stuff—if my wife didn’t like it, they would exchange it.  And in 
general, I knew my wife was gonna like it.  I thought that was the best sales deal I’d 
ever heard of.   It was made for morons like me.   And they went out of business and 
away it went.  It was too bad.  Killed me.  Then I had to start thinking about what to 
get my wife for Christmas.  Had to work harder.      
 
SARAH:  That’s a shame. 
 
RICK:  It certainly was.  As I said, it was certainly easy for me.  I knew I could always 
find, if I’d order three items there, I knew she was going to love two of them.   And if 
she didn’t like the third one, it was the wrong size—it just went back, got something 
else.   I get all the brownie points, and I didn’t have to think about it.  That was a great 
deal for me.     
 



SARAH:  That was a good deal.  Can you share any other fond memories of living in 
Ridgewood and growing up here and raising your kids?   
 
RICK:   I’ll start with my growing up.  I grew up on Melrose Place, which is on the west 
side.  If you go out Godwin Avenue, just when you get to the top of the hill, Melrose 
Place is on the left.  It’s a little quiet street, it’s kinda L-shaped, it runs around, it runs 
from Godwin down, makes a right turn onto, ties into West End Avenue.  So it’s a quiet 
street that went nowhere.   There was never anybody there.   We could play in the 
streets, we could play stickball, baseball, hit the bat, football, whatever, because there 
was almost no traffic in the street.     
 
Across the street from the house I grew up in--guy named Stout.  Now Stout’s son, I 
think, works for the Ridgewood News.  Does the veterans articles, among other things, 
cause I’ve spoken to him.  Stout’s house was on Lincoln Avenue, which ran parallel to 
Ridgewood Avenue but was a block farther to the east.  They had a huge piece of 
property, very deep, went hundreds of feet deep.   And in the deepest part of the 
property was a swimming pool, which, in my youth, was never used.  Never had water 
in it, so for us, it was a fort.  We were playing in it all the time.   And I can remember 
Mr. Stout used to come out the back door and holler at us to move.  He wouldn’t chase 
us—there was no chance he was gonna get there before we were two blocks away.  
But he hollered at us.     
 
Behind the pool was a bit of a hill that went down to a creek that still runs to this day.  
And in the winter, you could ski down that hill, cause I had skis.  I was skiing at a young 
age.  Not anymore, but at a young age.   
 
The creek continued, the creek drained west to east, and if you went beyond Stout’s 
property, there was an area we called the woods—it was just an empty lot, it’s now a 
house, I saw the house get built—but you could go in the woods, and you could climb 
the trees, you could build tree forts and play in the woods and wreak havoc.       
 
I used to go into the woods because there was a creek.  If it was a normal year, you’d 
always have water, running water.  So you could float boats and splash in the water 
and get wet and go home and have your mother beat your brains in for getting wet.  As 
I said, I’m an engineer—I used to go into the creek and build dams, cause then I could 
make a little pond and I’d have more room to float my boat.   It was fine and dandy. 
 
The guy who lived upstream from the empty lot was a family named Goines, Charlie 
Goines. I think his wife was Connie.  I didn’t realize at the time when I built my dams, 
that the higher and wider I built my dams-- I knew I got more water but I didn’t realize it 
was going into Charlie’s backyard.   And then when it rained, that creek used to flow 
like crazy, and Charlie would have a lake in his backyard.   And he’d come over and 
he’d beat on the door and threaten my mother with all kinds of mayhem if he ever 
caught me-- justifiably so.  As an adult, I understand where he’s coming from, but I 
didn’t know what was going on.   
 



Many years later when I came home from the Army—it was before I got married, I was 
still living at my mother’s house on Melrose Place—I saw Charlie, and he asked me to 
come into the house, and we sat down and we talked.  And he asked me--he knew I 
was out of college and had been in the service--so he asked me where I’d been, and 
what I’d done.  And I said I’d been to Rutgers and I got an engineering degree, and I 
was in the Army in the Corps of Engineers, and he said, “Oh, all that work in my creek 
paid off.”  And I said, “Yep.”  And I apologized, cause I knew what I’d done to him.    
 
Well, let’s see, what else did we have?  On my side of the street, we had the house 
next to us, the Smiths.  The Smiths owned a big piece of property, went out to the 
creek.  The creek came down, crossed Melrose, and then turned towards Lincoln.  
Smith used to plant about an acre of vegetables every year.  Mrs. Smith had a huge 
green thumb, but beyond their garden, you had the creek and an abandoned chicken 
coop, and the woods that went up to Ferris Place, which was a dead end, coming in the 
back of Melrose.  And there was a shed in there.  And we had wild berries and skunk 
cabbage, all kinds of stuff that we could play with in there.  
 
If you cross Ferris Place, there was an empty area, that’s where the grass was as high 
as my waist, and ultimately the grassy area became two houses, built by a guy named 
Manetto, and I knew because I went to school with his son.  And the Manettos lived in 
one of the two houses for many years, and then—I think his mother-in-law lived in the 
other one--then eventually they moved to Long Island, which is where my wife’s from.  
So I’ve been out to Long Island many times.  And there’s a place in Long Island, if 
you’re riding along the LIE or the Northern State, you’ll see an exit for Manetto Hill 
Road.  He built a huge development out there.    
 
So those two houses went up.  Then eventually the Smiths sold.  They subdivided 
their property and sold the back.  That became a new street, Carolina Place.  And that 
got 3 or 4 houses on it.  And the woods across the street from my mother got a house 
on it.  And Stout’s pool got a house on it.  That pretty much filled in all the empty lots 
on Melrose Place.  And then the house on the southeast corner of Melrose and 
Godwin, there’s a huge house, 3 or 4 stories high, and I would describe it today as a 
boarding house.  The people who live there live on the first floor, but they rented rooms 
on the second and third floor out, mostly to teachers in the Ridgewood School 
system—cause at Halloween, you could stop at about ten different doors in that place 
and get candy from all of them.   
 
But the back of the house, on the Melrose Place side, had a separate building that we 
used to just call “The Barn.”  Strictly speaking, it would properly be called “The Carriage 
House.”  It was separate from the main building, it had three or four bays, with garage 
doors on it, had a gas pump—never saw it pumping gas, but I knew there was a pump 
there.  The pump was older than I was, I knew that.   And if you got into the building, 
which you could, if you knew what you were doing, and, I said, I was an engineer—I 
knew what I was doing—you go in there, and there were concrete floors, but the floors 
had areas with wooden planks on ‘em.  If you pull up the planks, you realize that, if you 
pulled a car over those areas without the planks, you could go underneath and change 



your oil and work on the car.  It was before lifts.    
 
Ultimately the carriage house became another house, and that was the last new house 
that was built on Melrose Place in my time.   I go down there every once in a while 
now, just to remind myself what the street looks like.   And there are no other new 
houses there, maybe one property that, if somebody wanted to subdivide, they could 
probably make two lots out of it, but they’d have to demolish the existing house.  And 
that’s never happened, it’s always been the house by itself.    
 
That’s what I remember on Melrose Place, and, simultaneously, the same thing was 
happening all over Ridgewood.  You know, the empty lots that we used to play ball in 
the backyard, or the neighbor’s yard, or whatever, and I’d play ball with guys from all 
over town-- east, west, railroad track division—it didn’t mean anything to us as kids.  I 
had friends from this side of town, that side of town, Glen Rock, Fair Lawn, it didn’t 
matter.  Your friends were your friends—you played ball with ‘em, that’s all there was to 
it.   So, somebody would say, “We’re gonna play ball at Wayne’s house,” so, we all 
went to Wayne’s house, and we found the nearest empty lot—all of those empty lots are 
gone.  All the lots we used to play ball on are long since gone, which, to me is 
disappointing, because I have nothing but fond memories of sitting in a big grassy area 
and banging the heck out of a baseball or a rubber ball or whatever it was we were 
playing with that day.   
 
But that’s probably the biggest change I remember in Ridgewood is—the explosion in 
population and the loss of green space.   And Ridgewood’s very green, there’s no 
doubt about it, we got trees here—God knows, I got a hundred of ‘em on my property--  
but the open space, the quietness, the freedom to move, the ability to walk through an 
empty lot to the next block, and through an empty lot to the next block, and through 
another empty lot to the next block, and all of a sudden, you’re on Mountain Avenue or 
something, and you never stepped on anybody’s property, in the sense that you were 
never in somebody’s house, or in their backyard—you were in an empty lot—all that’s 
gone.    
 
You know, we had places to sleigh ride and all kinds of chaos, and that's gone.  And, of 
course, with the people, come the traffic.  I mean, I can remember, as a young 
kid—Mountain Avenue is way high, and you could walk from my house, go up West 
End, you get up to Mountain Avenue, and, if you got there before the plows came down, 
it was a great place to sleighride.  And if you did it right, you could start at Mountain, go 
down West End, go all the way across Lincoln Avenue, on the other side, and wind up 
where Orchard School is now.   
 
Now we were smart enough to know, or at least the guys I ran with, that Lincoln Avenue 
was a busy street--the other ones were nothing-- so you would make a point of having 
one guy stand on Lincoln Avenue, and he was the warning guy.  If you were going to 
go sledding across Lincoln, he had to tell you there was no traffic coming.  If he’s doing 
this, waving you off, you knew you had to turn off to the side of the road and flip the 
sled, because you were going to get killed.  But otherwise, you could get a ride and a 



half.  Can’t do that anymore either.   And it’s not just traffic, it’s just that the plows are 
too damn good.   They get out and they plow everything before you get the sled out.   
But….I remember that.    
 
On Godwin Avenue, opposite Melrose Place, when I was young, was a single family 
home, it was huge—there were big homes up there.   And it was knocked down, and 
they made it a Christian Science church.  I knew that because our neighbors, the 
Smiths, were members of the church.  It was a big deal for them.  And that church has 
since been reconverted, I think it’s another church now, I think it’s a Korean church—I 
don’t remember, but I remember it as a house.   
 
If you went down the hill towards downtown, opposite Lincoln Avenue, there was a 
building—it’s no longer there because that’s all Citizen’s Park now—I think they called it 
the “Fornachon School.”  It was a very private school.  If there were three dozen kids 
in there, that was a lot.  And I knew some of them because, again, I played ball with 
them.  So you got to know what was going on there, and eventually that disappeared, 
and it became the big park.  And when I was very young, it was Fornachon School and 
then there was just this huge grassy area, on the northwest corner of Godwin and 
Monroe that was surrounded by hedges, but there was a footpath, cut diagonally across 
that grass, and the kids walking to GW.  Everybody walked through the hedges, across 
the middle, they cut the corner—that’s all it was, it was the hypotenuse of the triangle.  I 
can remember that like it was yesterday.  Of course, that’s all gone now because it’s all     
ballfield.  The kids can’t cross because it’s all playground now.  When I was a kid, it 
was ostensibly private property, and they didn’t stop anybody from crossing.  And, God 
knows, I crossed it because we could play ball at GW.    
 
And they used to have a day camp during the day at GW in the summer.  So my 
mother would kick us out of the house and say, “You know where you’re going”—cross 
two streets and you were there all day.  That’s gone.  And other buildings have gone, 
other open spaces have gone.   But that, to me, is the biggest change I’ve seen in 
Ridgewood in all the years I’ve been here.     
 
And for my kids, I talk about, I used to take ‘em around town, “You know, this used to be 
this, and this, and this, and they look at me like, ‘Was Lincoln President then, Dad?’” 
They have no concept of that change.  Of course, they haven’t---my youngest is 37 this 
year.   The oldest is 43.   They didn't see the changes that I saw, I mean they saw  
changes… I’m sure if you ask ‘em, “Yeah, well, this wasn’t here, and this wasn’t 
here”—downtown wasn’t all restaurants and jewelers and banks.  But the big structural 
change with the population quadrupling?  Nah, my kids never saw that.  They saw 
Hawes School get closed, and, you know, my younger two then went to another—they 
saw Glen get closed, and my younger two went to Hawes.  My oldest was already out 
when that happened.  So, for them, you know, it was the same thing.  They rode a bus 
every day to school.  Once they closed Hawes, they had to ride a bus cause you 
couldn’t cross 17.    
 
And that’s another big change I remember.  When I was young, there were no 



overpasses on Rt. 17.  All those bridges you drive under?  Didn’t exist.  If you stop to 
look at them, they all have a sign that tells you when it was built.  My mother’s parents 
lived in Dumont, about 1954.  So we used to go over to Dumont to see them, Sunday 
dinner or whatever.  And this is before “The Fireplace” was built.  You took Ridgewood 
Avenue, you got to Rt. 17—there was a stoplight.  You went down the hill to 17, and 
you stopped for a stoplight.   When the light turned green, you crossed 17 and you 
continued on Oradell Avenue, and then we snuck our way into Dumont.  And then all of 
a sudden, they started building the overpasses, and they built the overpass that swings 
you around behind The Fireplace now.  Linwood Avenue was a traffic circle, an 
enormous traffic circle, and it was that way at least until I was finished in high school, 
’66.  Because, going to Bergen Catholic, we rode a bus and it would go through that 
loop, have to come back.   
 
In the middle of the circle was a hamburger joint.  Can’t remember the name.  But ten 
burgers was a dollar, I remember that.  Cause for three bucks, you could get 10 
burgers, fries, and a coke.  And change.  But you had to be able to cross Rt. 17 to get 
to it, which was an adventure in its own right.  If my mother knew I was doing that, she 
would have broken both my legs.   
 
But, yeah, that circle came out, and they put the overpass in, which I’m sure made a 
huge difference, for the people, who, like me, live in that part of the village now,  
although I don’t think of myself as part of the village.  I don’t think the village thinks of 
us as part of the village, but that’s a personal battle between me and the village.  If I go 
to any kind of a public meeting, and they invariably say, “Tell us who you are and where 
you live, I always say, “I live in the leper colony.”   And invariably somebody from the 
Board, or the Council, whatever, will say, “What do you mean, you live in the leper 
colony?”  And then I will say, on the record, “I live in the part of Ridgewood where there 
are 400 homes, east of Rt. 17, and the village treats us like lepers.”  And if you ever 
want to get excitement out of the council, say that in a public meeting, because you’ll 
hear them scream, “We do not!”  And my answer is, “Yes, you do.”  That’s a personal 
opinion, I’ve lived there since 1972—I have a better grip for what goes on over there 
than any of these boobs that are running in the council are doing.  Having said that, 
enough of the politics, but that overpass had to be a blessing for the people who lived 
over there in terms of getting in and getting out.            
 
Racetrack Road used to have a light, and they debated putting an overpass there, and 
the people on the west side didn’t want the overpass, because they were going to lose a 
couple of homes.   And people on the east side really did want it, because, as it stands 
now, if you live where I live, you’re way out Linwood Avenue, and that light at Linwood 
Avenue doesn’t work.  I worked for the firm that designed it, I worked with the guys who 
designed it, I know how their thinking goes, there’s way too much traffic there.  That 
light, before they revamped it, I would sit there and wait for 5 rotations before I could get 
through.  They’ve improved it—now I wait for 4.  Thanks for nothing.  But if they’d built 
the overpass at Racetrack Road, it would have given us a back door to get out.  In the 
end, it is what it is, that’s politics.    
 



So I remember those changes rather significantly.  I don’t even remember, I didn’t 
know til I got to college that Ridgewood extended that far.  I got to Rutgers, they made 
us all put our name and our hometown on the door of our room—you had to tape it to 
the door— so, if you want McGrath, you go find McGrath on the door and knock.   
 
There was a guy a couple of doors down from me, it said “Ridgewood, New Jersey.”   
But he’d gone to Ridgewood High, I went to B.C.  I said, “Where do you live?”  And he 
said, “Arrow Lane.”  Now I’ve got a pretty fair handle on Ridgewood cause I’ve been 
everywhere.  I said, “Arrow Lane—where is Arrow Lane?”  He said, “Saddle River 
Road, east of 17.”  I said, “East of 17?”  He said, “Yeah, there’s a bunch of us who  
live over there, we’re in Ridgewood.”  And I was like, “I’m shocked, I didn’t know that.”  
 
Eventually I found a map of Ridgewood and I looked it up—“Hey, look at this, there’s 
this huge area….”  Now I live there for 40 years.  What do I know?  Small world.  But 
I had no idea that that was part of Ridgewood until I was 18 years old, and I’d been 
living there for 13 years.  Never gotten there.  Gotten to the hamburger stand, but had 
not gone farther.      
 
That’s what I think I saw.   My kids didn’t see anything at all like that, although I’m sure 
that had, you know—“Dad, you missed this, you missed that, you missed this, you 
missed that.”     
 
I saw the explosion in kids’ sports.  When I was a kid, you had football and baseball.  
And now you got soccer, lacrosse, and volleyball, and everything going out there.    
 
I coached boys’ and girls’ soccer, boys’ and girls’ basketball, baseball, softball, summer 
softball, fall softball.  I think I put in 20 years in baseball and softball—and most years I 
had two teams, some years three.   I put in ten years in basketball, despite the fact the 
old man played basketball, the kids did not.  And I put 20 years in soccer, and I never 
played a game of soccer in my life.   
 
I remember when my kids were going through school, because I coached so much, they 
never met a kid who didn't know who their father was.  And my oldest used to say,  
“Yeah, the guys used to say, ‘Oh, he’s your father?!’”  Cause they knew I was 
incredibly loud.  I used to tell the kids, first practice I’d say--all right, we’re standing on 
George Washington Field--I said, “I want you to understand, I can make enough noise 
here that you will hear me in Paramus Park.”   And they all knew Paramus Park.   And 
you’d see their eyes go kinda big.  And then, the first time I hollered, they all realized, 
“Yeah, this guy can be heard in Paramus Park,” cause I could make a lot of noise.   
But I also used to say to ‘em, “Understand, when I holler, I’m not hollering at you, I’m 
hollering to you.  I want you to do something, I want you to see something, not that you 
did something wrong, I’m just pointing something out to you.”   And despite the fact 
that my kids would get the, “Oh, he’s your father?!”  I never had any problem with the 
kids, kids never had any problem with me.  Did it long enough, I used to say, “Look, just 
call me Coach Red.  Forget the name.  I know who I am.”     
 



And eventually, the last couple of years, I used to tell the girls in soccer, who were 
usually 7th and 8th graders, “Just call me Red.  I know I’m Coach.”  But that’s how I got 
to know all the kids, and my daughters to this day will communicate with somebody, and 
they’ll be asked, “Is your Dad still coaching?”  And they’ll say, “No, he finally gave it 
up.”  I think my youngest was 26 or 27 when I coached my last team, so I hadn’t had a 
kid in the program in a long time.  And it finally got to the point and I said, “No, this is a 
younger man’s game, I’ll move on now, I’ve paid my dues.”   
 
SARAH:   How did you get involved in all the different sports with coaching? 
 
RICK:  My oldest started playing softball in 3rd grade.  So I said, “Well, my kid’s gonna 
play,” I mean, I remember when I played, the fathers coached.  We didn’t have any 
mothers back then, we didn’t have any girls playing back then either.  I said, “Well, if 
my kid’s gonna play, I’m gonna volunteer my time, I have an obligation.”  So I 
volunteered to coach.      
 
And first year, I coached with a woman, so I became the manager, the head coach.  
And about the time my oldest was going into 7th grade, she decided she wanted to play 
soccer.  She wasn’t the basketball player—she played a little but not much.  So I didn’t 
have to do any basketball with her, so it was just softball with her, and my son went 
along, and then I started doing baseball and basketball.  By 7th grade, my oldest said 
she wanted to play soccer.  So, I said, “Good, go for it.”  I said, “I’m gonna watch the 
games cause I never played the game, I don’t know anything about it.”  
And what you find eventually in this system is that the guys who coach soccer are also 
involved in basketball, they’re also involved in baseball, softball, lacrosse—they all 
intermingle.  So a guy from the soccer program called me up, and he said, “Red—your 
daughter wants to play soccer.”  I said, “Yep.”   “We need a coach.”  I said, “I’ve never 
played the game, I can’t coach,” I said.  “I’ll do what I can with the other sports, I can’t 
do soccer.”   He said, “No, you don’t understand.”  And I knew this guy from softball.  
He said, “If you don’t coach, the girls can’t play.  We don’t have a coach.  They don’t 
have a team.”  “Send me the rulebook, I’ll learn the game.”   
 
Now I had played some hockey as a kid, and hockey, basketball, soccer, it’s basically 
the same.  It’s movement without the ball, get the ball to an open space, and let that 
individual do something with it.  So it’s not that hard to figure out what it is.  If you start 
with that—if you play soccer, you can coach hockey, you can coach basketball.  It’s all 
the same premise.  It’s just how many guys are on the field, do they have sticks, are 
they using their hands, it’s not a big deal.      
 
So I coached, and I was fortunate, I paired up with a guy who couldn’t be the head 
coach cause he travelled on his job, he was out of town.  But he knew the game well, 
and he would run the games on Saturday—so I would run the practices, and I would 
watch him run the games on Saturdays.  Yeah, Saturdays were the girls, Sundays 
were the boys.   And I learned watching him.   
 
And then my oldest went to the high school, and then my son came along, and said, 



“Well, I want to play soccer.”  So, okay, “I guess I’m stuck with this.”  And I coached 
him.   
 
My littlest one started soccer in 2nd grade.  I was with her forever.  I was helping coach 
her teams, club teams, all the way through high school—14 years, whatever the heck it 
was, with her playing ball, soccer alone.  And the little one was ferocious cause she 
went from soccer to basketball to softball.   Then she went to summer ball, then she 
went to fall ball.  She never stopped playing.  With her, it was all day, every day. 
 
With the other two—my son played three.  He would go soccer to basketball to 
baseball.  But he didn’t do summer or fall ball, like the softball players did.   And my 
oldest did soccer, and she did softball, but mostly softball til she got into soccer.  She 
played a little basketball.   
 
But, as I said, you see the same guys on the sidelines, on the side of the field—it was 
just, this generation of dads is just going through the program together.  It’s that simple.    
We all got each other—you know, somebody got conned into, yeah, like I did: “We need 
a soccer coach, and we know you can coach and we can trust you to coach cause 
you’re not a bad guy—coach the team.”     
 
First team I coached went 9 and 1—we won the championship.  It was amazing.  The 
whole team eventually played soccer at the high school.  And we had a kid named 
Jody Hart.  Jody Hart went and made All-American at Notre Dame, two years running, 
if I recall.  And until her sister broke it, I believe she had the scoring record at 
Ridgewood High.  What a fantastic player to have on your team.  There was nothing 
she couldn’t do.    
 
But if you had 16 girls, about half were 8th grade, half were 7th grade—everyone of 
those girls who played with her, all played varsity soccer.  So it was like having the 
varsity, three years hence, playing for you in 8th grade.   It was just amazing to watch.  
They were a thrill to watch.  And that’s how I learned.  I got to learn by watching kids 
who knew what the heck they were doing, and then I couldn’t screw it up.  So it worked 
out well.  You know, the other sports I could coach—I played, I knew the game.  But I 
coached soccer for 20 years, softball for 20, or softball, baseball for 20, basketball only 
10.  So 50 seasons, and probably close to a hundred teams.    
 
It’s a lot, yeah, but my kids were there, I liked it.  And, as I said, there wasn’t a kid in 
the school who didn’t know who my kids’ father was.  So it gave you a leg up on any 
and all of the kids—the creeps weren’t coming near me.  They weren’t coming near my 
kids cause they knew the gorilla was their father.  So, in that sense, it worked out well.  
And, also, if you went someplace--a concert, a convention, a picnic, whatever it 
was—you knew half the parents cause you coached with the fathers, you knew all the 
kids cause they played with all your kids.  When my kids were in school, it didn’t matter 
where I went, they all knew who I was: “Yeah, the ol’ redhead, Coach McGrath.  We 
know him.”   
 



So, that I remember, the big expansion in sports.  Sorry none of my kids got to play 
lacrosse cause I think they coulda played it.  But they played soccer so they were 
content with it.  My youngest woulda been ferocious on the lacrosse field—she’s very 
athletic, ambidextrous, and she’s big in the sense that she’s about 5’8,” and on the 
lacrosse field where you can run somebody over, that’d be her game.    
 
I played full contact sports, every sport was full contact.  Didn’t matter if it was 
basketball—it was a contact sport.  Didn’t matter if it was baseball, it was a contact 
sport.  My youngest would have taken lacrosse and just run roughshod over it.  But 
they didn’t have it—she played soccer, so she ran roughshod over people on the soccer 
field, that was her thing.   
 
SARAH:  How many kids do you have? 
 
RICK:  Three.  A daughter, a son, and a daughter.  As I describe it, with three 
children, I have an Oreo cookie, two girls and a sweet boy in the middle.  And I do that 
just to irritate my two girls.  And, when I say that, all I ever get is, “Oh, Dad….”  It’s 
meant in a good way.   
 
SARAH:  And do they live locally, or…  
 
RICK:  My youngest daughter lives in Ridgefield Park, works in New York.  Our son 
lives in Brooklyn, works out of his house.  And the oldest daughter and her husband, 
they live in the San Francisco area.   She works in pharmaceuticals, she’s got a PhD in 
genetics.  The boy is a computer geek, and the baby is a CPA.  I laugh when I listen to 
them talk about STEM programs—Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math—and I 
say, well, my oldest daughter’s a scientist, my son is the technologist, I’m the engineer, 
and the other daughter is the accountant, the math guy.  I think we covered those 
bases in my family.   
 
But, yeah, two of them live close, and we see them fairly regularly.  The one in 
California, obviously, is a different issue—we go out and see them periodically, she’ll 
come in.  We’re going out in, I think, August.  She’s coming in October for her 
brother’s 40th birthday.   
 
But the other two, yeah, Father’s Day-- they’ll come in for Father’s Day and let Dad cook 
out.  And, you know, somebody’s having a birthday, we’ll get together or we’ll all get 
together in the city and, you know, see a museum, walk the George Washington Bridge, 
then go out for eats.  So I get to see the younger two more than I do the older one.   
But, you know, we talk to the older one every week, we email, text, all that good stuff.   
 
I’m a hunter—her husband and I hunt together in North Carolina every year.  My wife 
and I own property down there so we go deer hunting, so I get to see my son-in-law that 
way—good way for a father-in-law and a son-in-law to bond.   
 
SARAH:  That’s very true.  Well, you shared a lot of different stories—are there any 



plans, like, are you working towards the future?  I assuming you’re retired at this point?   
 
RICK:  I retired last September.  My wife retired two years next month.  We’ve 
hemmed and hawed about moving, but, sort of, we need to get rid of some stuff before 
we think about it—we haven’t done a whole lot about it.  We’ve talked about it.  We 
live in a nice neighborhood, we’ve got good neighbors.  My wife, she’s a 
librarian—she’s made it very clear she’s not moving any place she doesn’t have access 
to the BCCLS system.  That’s her thing—BCCLS.  So if we’re gonna move, we’re not 
gonna move too far, I don’t think.  Me, I’d move to North Carolina, down by the “farm,” 
as I call it.  But we haven’t made any firm plans yet, other than we’re trying to get rid of 
“stuff.”  And, God knows, we have enough “stuff.”   
 
After you’ve been married for 45 years, and lived in the same house for 35 years or 
whatever it is—one of the joys of living in the house is, I went up—I used to collect beer 
cans, I still have thousands of them-- so I went up in the attic with a younger buddy of 
mine—it’s the son of the guy who lives across the street, and he’s a beer can collector, 
and he was going through it, and saying, “Yeah, let me have these, I’ll get rid of them for 
you.”  And we were moving boxes, and I’d pull out a box, and here’s a box, “Huh, that’s 
not beer cans.  I packed that box in ’87 when we moved to this house, haven’t touched 
it since.”  Put that aside.  We found, I think, three of those.   
 
So, “stuff,” yeah, you get a lot of stuff.  We have a lot of stuff.  My wife kept boxes of 
stuff from each of the kids as they went through school.  So now we’re trying to get 
them all to sit down and look at this stuff and say, “All right, if you want any of it, take it.”  
The rest of it, we’re gonna trash it or recycle it, just to get rid of this stuff.”   
 
But there’s a lot to be said for living here.  There’s a lot to be said for living in Bergen 
County, as far as I’m concerned.  It’s a nice part of the world, and I’ve been all over the 
place.  We went to Australia and New Zealand this year, I’ve been to Europe more 
times than I can count, I’ve been all over the United States—I’ve probably been to 38 
states.  There are a lot of nice places to live.  This is one of them.   
 
You pay for the privilege, but you know what?  It’s a privilege to live here.  I don’t like 
the traffic, but I don’t have to commute anymore so it’s—ok, don’t get your doctor’s 
appointment at 8 o’clock, I don’t have to fight the school traffic.  You can get it at 10 
o’clock—I don’t have to get it at 5 o’clock and take the guy who’s leaving work and take 
it from him, because I can get it at 10 o’clock, or 2 o’clock, or 1 o’clock, whenever the 
rest of the world is on the job.   
 
But there’s a lot to be said for living here—I said to young kids, and I worked with young 
kids for many, many years—you can’t go wrong living in Bergen County.  There’s two 
or three places maybe you don’t want to live, but Midland Park, Glen Rock, Wyckoff, 
Ramsey, Allendale, Closter—pick a town.  You wouldn’t want to live there?  They’re all 
nice towns!  Who’s kidding who?  They’re all nice towns!  Ridgewood is one of them.  
So be it, you know—I just happened to land here.  My wife and I happened to decide to 
live here.  But I would have moved to one of the other towns in a heartbeat.  I had no 



allegiance to Ridgewood when I was picking my first house, but we found one in 
Ridgewood and we’ve stayed and we like it.  There’s nothing wrong with that—there’s a 
lot to do in this town, a lot to see.  You know, the library…not just this program, but I 
come down here—guy two weeks ago, talking about the Air Force in WWII.  And the 
month before that, they had a guy talk about WWII—there’s always somebody doing 
something that I want to see or hear.  So I’ll come down and see it.   
 
My wife likes the idea, yeah, you can get into New York City.  Me, I could care less if I 
ever go into New York City, it’s too crowded for me.  I’m a country boy, at heart 
anyway.  But my wife likes the… “I want Parisian food, I can go into New York.”  Or, “I 
want Chinese food, I can go into New York.  Whatever, floats your boat, doesn’t float 
mine.  I could care less, I can do everything here.   
 
But, yeah, we’ll probably downsize.  But then as my younger daughter said the other 
day, “Well, then who’s gonna have all the Christmas dinners?”  I said, “You know, my 
parents did that, and then it became my job.  Doesn’t it eventually become your job?  
Why has it gotta die with me?”     
 
But, you know, the kids all have their own places, they all have their own mortgages, 
which is a good thing.  Obviously none of them have the big house like Mom and Dad 
have.  None of my kids are gonna raise three kids in the place where they’re living now.  
Fortunately, none of them has kids, they don’t have to worry about it.   
 
But, you know, it becomes an issue—how far do you want to downsize, how much are 
you willing to give up that you enjoy?  We do family things together, whether we do 
them here, or we do them in Long Island with my wife’s sister, or one of her sisters,  
Family’s still a big deal for us, and having the space to do it is a big deal for us.   
 
I don’t have to cut the grass anymore with my knees—I’ve had my knees replaced.  
Before my knees got replaced, I had many, many years of knee issues.  And at one 
point, I had a surgical procedure, late in the fall, and I wasn’t allowed to cut the grass.  
My kids hired a guy to cut the grass, and they said, “Dad, we ain’t letting you go 
back—you’re done.”  So I don’t cut the grass anymore.  I miss it to a certain extent 
cause, as I said, it gave me an excuse to get out and look at the house and the yard.  
“Well, go look without cutting the grass,” that’s the answer I get.  So I do that now, I go 
out and I look without cutting the grass.   
 
I don’t have to cut the grass, I got a guy who shovels the snow-- I got no sidewalk to 
speak of, so he just has to plow my driveway, get my back steps.  So, I don’t have to 
do that much anymore, and, as I get older, it’s probably a good thing—cause all you 
read about is the old guys dropping dead shoveling snow—I don’t need that.   
 
So, we like the space, we like the location, we like the convenience, we’re comfortable.  
Why would you want to move?   
 
SARAH:  You’re happy here, and you’ve lived here this long, I mean, it’s a great town 



to live in, like you said. 
 
RICK:  Yes, it is.  Like I said, there are plenty of ‘em in Bergen County, this is one.  
I’m in one, lucky me.   
 
SARAH:  Well, we were very lucky to hear all your stories.  Thank you so much for 
coming in today and sharing them.  And, I guess, unless there’s anything else you’d 
want to share… 
 
RICK:  No, I think I’ve told you pretty much what I got to tell you. 
 
SARAH:  Everybody’s story is very important, and it’s great to record that for this 
project.  Thank you again. 
 
RICK:  My pleasure.   
         


