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 The 2016 NJ History and Historic Preservation Conference, “Building a Place for 

History,” occurred June 8 – 9, 2016 at Seton Hall University in South Orange. You can see more 

about the conference, co- hosted by the NJ Historic Trust, the NJ Historical Commission, the NJ 

Historic Preservation Office, and the Friends of NJ Heritage, at 

http://www.njpreservationconference.org/. Organizers invited students and “new professionals,” 

dubbed “the future leaders of our history and preservation professions” to submit poster 

presentations for display at the event. The Council for the Humanities sponsored the poster 

session, which was judged on site at the conference by Dr. Richard Veit of Monmouth University, 

Mark Dilonno of the Star Ledger, and Cristen Piatnotchka of the NJ Historical Commission. We 

are pleased to share winner Cheryl Hendry’s poster here, after some explanatory text and her 

brief biography.  

 In the decades leading up to the passage of the Hackensack Meadowlands Reclamation and 

Development Act in 1968, planners, journalists, and residents alike had described the 

Meadowlands as “dead” – humans had killed everything that lived in the Meadowlands except for 

mosquitoes, so they said. This idea was used to justify the comprehensive development of the 

Meadowlands as proposed in 1968. But the legislature passed the Meadowlands Act just as the 

national environmental movement gained strength. In New Jersey and elsewhere, citizens began 
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to argue for the value of a clean environment and open space. Planners at the Hackensack 

Meadowlands Development Commission (HMDC) called for scientific studies of the 

Meadowlands’ ecology and these studies revealed that biological life did exist in this wetland. The 

image of a dead Meadowlands quickly gave way to the idea that it could be salvaged ecologically 

and that vision provided the foundation for the HMDC’s Comprehensive Land Use Plan of 1970. 

In an ecologically salvageable wetland, planners could imagine people living, working, and 

recreating on the banks of the Hackensack River. Here wetlands were an asset to development 

rather than an obstacle and the plan made the argument that preservation and development could 

(and must) work together in an urban ecosystem. 

 Cheryl Hendry is a PhD Candidate in History at Montana State University. A native of 

southern New Jersey, Cheryl was introduced to the Hackensack Meadowlands while working at 

Hunter Research, an historical resource consulting firm located in Trenton. There she co-authored 

a report on historic drainage systems and water management features in the Meadowlands. After 

looking at the myriad ways in which humans have altered this wetland ecosystem, she is now 

studying efforts since 1968 to protect and preserve the remaining marshland in the Meadowlands. 

This poster conveys part of that story – a shift in perception of the Hackensack Meadowlands and 

planners’ early efforts at balancing development and ecological needs in the country’s most 

densely populated metropolitan area.  
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