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The withering of the Greenbelt

W hen John and Bobby Kennedy 
lived at 5040 Independence 
Avenue, they played tag and 
tossed a ball in the shade of 

the maples in front of their house. 
Now three of the trees are corpses, and 

the two that fl ank them are clearly stressed. 
The skeletal, leafl ess branches are what in-
difference looks like — the indifference of 
the city’s planning bureaucracy to the char-
acter of the neighborhoods they are sup-
posed to protect.

George Perkins, the owner of Wave Hill, 
planted the trees in a formal row along the 
front lawns of the three homes he built ear-
ly in the 20th century to 
house his maiden aunts. 
They formed part of a 
living picket fence run-
ning from 252nd Street to 
249th Street.

The house the future 
president knew is unrec-
ognizable today. It fell 
victim to a bitter custody 
fi ght when the couple 
that was remodeling it 
broke up. Left open to 
the elements, its shell 
was acquired by Riverda-
lian Nicholas Notias, who 
owns it through a holding 
company. For 14 years, he has been promis-
ing to complete the new building and move 
in. But despite sporadic progress, work on 
the house is never fi nished.

During periods of activity, trucks and con-
struction equipment sat on the maple trees’ 
roots for months. The Riverdale Nature 
Preservancy and many individual Riverda-
lians warned that that was a death sentence 
for the trees, because the heavy equipment 
was compacting the soil, restricting the up-
take of water and oxygen. 

In 1996, the Department of Buildings sent 
someone to look. Looks fi ne to me, shrugged 
inspector Fleming Arthur. (His exact words 
were “No visible damage to trees.”) Mr. Ar-
thur may have been an estimable inspector 
of structures, but he clearly had no knowl-
edge of horticulture. 

It takes time to strangle a tree, especially 
a large, mature tree. But a tree that has been 
cut off for an extended period from its supply 
of oxygen, water and minerals will weaken, 
become susceptible to insects and disease 
and, ultimately, die before its time.

If the Independence Avenue maples were 
merely the victims of human error, they 
would not be especially noteworthy; they 
matter not in themselves, but as a symbol 

of the general conditions in the Riverdale 
Greenbelt. Although the Natural Area Dis-
trict was created to preserve Riverdale’s 
distinctive plantings and topography, for 
decades the planning bureaucracy has been 
ignoring the destruction of the natural land-
scape its rules are supposed to protect. 

Beginning in the late 1970s, Board 8 and 
local preservationists called for extending 
the Greenbelt rules to all the properties in 
the Natural Area District and for closing the 
loophole that ultimately permitted a devel-
oper to devastate Chapel Farm. In 1986, a lo-
cal naturalist wrote in a professional journal 
that neither contractors nor city inspectors 

understood the conse-
quences of construction, 
a warning taken up by the 
Riverdale Nature Preser-
vancy, which began call-
ing in 1988 for tighter 
regulations to safeguard 
the green heritage that 
makes Riverdale so dis-
tinctive. 

Yet not until last Febru-
ary did the City Planning 
Commission enact new 
rules meeting those de-
mands.

Moreover, rules mean 
little without vigorous 

and intelligent enforcement. The Buildings 
Department is ill-equipped for the job. It is 
stretched thin at a time when real estate is 
sizzling citywide and when the clatter and 
bang of construction equipment resounds 
everywhere in Riverdale.

Even before the new regulations applied 
the Greenbelt rules to hundreds of proper-
ties that were previously exempt, Commu-
nity Board 8 found the department had mis-
takenly issued permits to homeowners and 
developers who should have been subject to 
reviews fi rst.

Builders cut down a stand of trees on 
254th Street, and a wooded lot in Fieldston 
was saved at the last minute, when Board 8 
intervened. On Palisade Avenue, builders 
leveled a slope and piled construction ma-
terials on a bluff overlooking the Hudson 
River before the department realized its 
mistake. It issued a stop-work order, leaving 
the property in limbo, to the further distress 
of both its neighbors and its owner.

The lesson is that we can’t relax now that 
new zoning rules have been enacted. With-
out the vigorous advocacy of residents who 
care about our community’s distinctive quali-
ties, the rules will not suffi ce. The future will 
be won by those who fi ght hardest for it.
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Letters to the editor

To the editor:
As a lifelong parishioner of St. 

Margaret of Cortona Church, and 
someone who for the past 30 years 
has been involved in our parish 
youth programs, I was somewhat 
taken aback by the comments of 
Mrs. McElroy’s letter to the editor 
(June 30). 

Mrs. McElroy seemed to imply 
that our pastor, Msgr. John Farley, 
was not interested in doing any-
thing for the youth of our parish. 
Quite the contrary, Msgr. Farley 
has always supported anything 
that has to do with the youth of our 

parish. 
An example of this occurred 

several years ago. We asked Msgr. 
if we could open the gym at night 
for our high schoolers. He not only 
agreed, but was very enthusiastic 
and supportive of this idea. 

When it comes to our young 
people, I have always found Msgr. 
Farley to be someone who truly 
cares about their well being.

I believe that all of us, young 
and old, are truly blessed in having 
Msgr. Farley in our parish.

DAN HANLEY

To the editor:
Last Friday night (June 24), I 

waited for the Riverdale express 
bus (BxM2) at the Lincoln Cen-
ter stop. I was there at 10:30 p.m. 
A bus was scheduled to arrive at 
10:50 and another at 11:20. Neither 
of them arrived.

People waiting at the stop be-
gan taking out cell phones to call 
the MTA offi ce and fi nd out what 
the problem was, but, of course, 
the offi ce was closed for the night.

By a few minutes to midnight 
the eight strangers still remaining 
at the bus stop formed up into two 
groups and called two taxis. At that 
point the 11:50 bus arrived. The 
driver knew nothing about the two 
missing buses.

I cannot understand why two 
buses failed to run. A woman I met 
on the buss told me she’d been 
waiting since 10 p.m. That would 
bring the number of missing/lost 
buses up to three and the interval 

between buses to two hours!
New York is one of the largest 

cities in the world. It is the most 
expensive American city to live in. 
Why can’t it have services com-
mensurate with its stature? As a 
New Yorker and an American I 
fi nd this very embarrassing.

JUDITH KLOTZ SIMEK

Monsignor Farley is a gift to parish

What happened to express bus?

Photo by Siobhan Egan

THESE dead maple trees on Independence Avenue are the 
victims of the city’s neglect of sensible measures to protect 
Riverdale’s Greenbelt. Construction has doomed hundreds like 
them. See Editorial comment.

Sentenced 
to death
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About letters
The Riverdale Press welcomes 

letters to the editor. It is commit-
ted to providing an open forum 
for opinions. All we ask is that you 
sign your letter and give us an ad-
dress and daytime telephone num-
ber. We won’t publish your address 
or phone number. They’ll be used 
only to verify a letter’s authenticity. 
Letters may be edited for space and 
clarity. You can mail your letter, fax 
it to 718-548-4038, or send it via 
e-mail to letters@riverdalepress.
com.

The same plan-
ning bureaucracy 
that dithered 
while developers 
crammed high-
rises into central 
Riverdale has 
dithered while 
the Greenbelt 
suffered.

To the editor:
I’m sitting on my terrace at 

3215 Arlington Ave. trying to enjoy 
what is otherwise a beautiful, yet 
hot, Saturday afternoon. I would 
like to stress the word Saturday, 
because directly across an 8-foot, 
if that, gap from me drones an ex-
tremely loud generator producing 
electricity for workers who are toil-
ing away at their various trades.

Why is this bothersome? Why 
would I quibble about the prog-
ress that is being made in the 
(over)development of the area in 
which I live? Because it is Satur-
day! In checking with the Building 
Department no special variances 
have been granted for work to be 
done at 3205 Arlington Ave. In an 
8:30 a.m. call to 311 to complain 
about the noise, I was told “Wow, 
that sounds loud. I’ll connect you 
with the Department of Environ-
mental Protection for a noise com-
plaint.” It is now 12:30, four hours 
later, and the noise still bellows 
and the workers still work.

But the story gets even better.
Complaints have been made re-

garding weekend work, Saturday 
and/or Sunday since March 5 and 
consistently thereafter. I personally 
have made nine complaints since 
that date. Of course no inspector 
comes out on the day you make a 
complaint.

According to reports made 
back to me, the Department of 
Buildings is very short-staffed and 
can’t get the inspectors to the sites 
in a timely fashion. A check of the 
city Web site with the complaint 
numbers shows that inspectors go 

out either the next week or the 
week after that, and, miraculously, 
after visual inspection, no violation 
was found.

That must have been some ma-
jor coincidence. It even gets better 
still!

There is a sidewalk shed that 
surrounds the structure. From 
what I’m told it seems to be well-
built and within code as to size, 
etc. It even has light bulbs and 
electrical connections from one 
bulb to the next. The only problem 
(remember the generator I men-
tioned) there is no electricity!

There is no way to light the 
bulbs at night so people can safely 
walk through at night. Here is 
the best part, the complaint was 
deemed to be unfounded because 
the inspector, Department of Build-
ings, came during the day and 
there is no requirement for the 
lights to be lit during the day. Case 
closed. Duhhhhhhh, send some-
one at night!

I’m not even going to mention 
the horrendous sanitation condi-
tions, the illegally blocked parking 
spots, the rudeness of the workers 
who when it is convenient speak 
no English or any of the numerous 
annoyances I have been forced to 
encounter.

Buildings Department, I believe 
you and our community are being 
made a mockery of. Do what’s right, 
short-handed or not, and since we 
are forced to live with this overde-
velopment, make it a little more pal-
atable.

PAT BOYLE

Make developer follow the rules

Tow truck still
patrols parking lots
To the editor:

If you’re wondering why George 
Constantinides has been shot, 
stabbed, punched and verbally as-
saulted (front page, June 23), it’s 
probably due to the way he runs 
his business, Trio Towing and Col-
lision.

I was very distressed to read all 
the lies he told Marie Villani in her 
article “Riverdale’s primal war: tow 
trucks against car.”

In the next issue, June 30, Ma-
rie hit the nail on the head in her 
article titled “Dinowitz goes to war 
over towing” by stating the results 
of Trio’s illegal practices.

Jeffrey Dinowitz is not out to get 
Trio, but demands that a business 
operates legally. The residents in 
our community will accept nothing 
less from Mr. Constantinides also.

Yet there still seems to be one 
major problem. Trio is still towing 
cars regularly, even with a sus-
pended license from the Depart-
ment of Consumer Affairs. Trio is 
thereby defying all city edicts by 
their unlawful actions.

CAROL STRICKER

Saying something
doesn’t make it so
To the editor:

In reference to President Bush’s 
continual repetition of the same 
untruths, such as connecting Sept. 
11 to Iraq’s invasion, Rep. Chuck 
Hegel is exactly right. When you 
continue to believe that repeating 
the same action (or the same man-
tra) will produce different results, 
despite all evidence and advice to 
the contrary, you are offi cially and 
pathologically “out of touch with 
reality.”

One might make an even less 
charitable diagnosis of his behav-
ior. Even Dr. Bill Frist might make 
this long-distance diagnosis from 
way over there in fading-presiden-
tial-aspiration-land. 

ROB JACKLOSKY

Is our nation
really free?
To the editor:

With the preponderence of 
death among the young men and 
women in our armed service today, 
I felt the need to write this poem to 
express my feelings.

Our president speaks of spread-
ing freedom throughout the world, 
but do our own young really have 
freedom when they look for a bet-
ter life by joining the armed ser-
vice? What is happening to too 
many of them?

Really free?
Can it be?
How many of our young should be 

free to die?
How many of their parents should 

be free to cry?
Our own young aren’t free to live
When they now have to give
Their own life
In bleak strife.
In the U.S.A.
Are they free today?

BLANCHE SCHUSTACK

Riverdale ramblings
EIGHT-YEAR-OLD Riverdalian 
Hannah Field’s picture appeared 
in The New York Times recently, 
in a tableau of the New York City 
Ballet’s production of A Midsum-
mer Night’s Dream. She appeared 
throughout Act 1 as the Indian 
Girl. Hannah is no stranger to the 
stage of the New York State The-
ater. She made her debut there last 
December in The Nutcracker. Ini-
tially trained by Doyna Wexler at 
the Riverdale YM-YWHA, she now 
studies at the School of American 
Ballet.



ONE of Fieldston’s best-known 
homes is getting a makeover of 
sorts, for an important reason. 
The picturesque house regularly 
draws sight-seers to West 246th 
Street to marvel at the tree grow-
ing through its roof. Now the hole 
in the roof is being enlarged to 
keep the growing tree from being 

squeezed. Craftsmen are hand-cut-
ting each new slate to be sure the 
house retains its appearance.



PLATOONS of clipboard-toting 
young people have been troop-
ing through Riverdale. Their blue 
T-shirts identify them as “tree 
counters.” They are part of an ef-
fort by the New York City Parks 
Department to update a census 
of all the street trees in New York 
City. “Trees count,” as the effort is 
known, is the largest street tree in-
ventory in the nation.



RIVERDALIAN Gene Wexler is 
justly proud of his son Rick. A for-
mer journalist who got his start as 
an intern at The Riverdale Press, 
he has gone on to be the founder 
and director of the National Coali-
tion for Family Protection Reform, 
the leading advocacy group for 

keeping families together and re-
forming foster care. During that 
time, he won more than two dozen 
awards, many of them for stories 
about child abuse and foster care. 
In addition to dozens of op-ed ar-
ticles, he is the author of Wounded 
Innocents: The Real Victims of the 
War Against Child Abuse and ad-
vised the U.S. Senate Subcommit-
tee on Children and Families in its 
1995 rewrite of the Child Abuse 
Prevention and Treatment Act.



STOP & SHOP on Broadway is 
selling “Hero Bands,” bracelets 
emblazoned with an American fl ag 
motif, with the proceeds going to 
the Coalition to Salute America’s 
Heroes, which provides disabil-
ity-adapted homes, emergency 
fi nancial aid, family support ser-
vices and job training to severely 
wounded veterans. The bracelets 
sell for $2.


