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BEST DOWNTOWN EVER 

Dateline: November 14, 2015 Maplewood, NJ 

 

What is it about Maplewood Village?   

Why is it the “Best Downtown”? 

 

Maplewood is a very special place. It is “Small Town America” barely 20 

miles from Manhattan.  The proximity of the two makes it that much 

more unique. It is a small town with big city values- an incredibly 

inclusive community encompassing a wide spectrum of socio-economic 

levels and diverse constellations of household inhabitants. This town is 

chock full of people who are not merely tolerant, but rather who 

celebrate the differences among themselves.  

The center of Maplewood is aptly called The Village because of its small 

scale intimacy. Less than half a dozen blocks long, The Village itself has 

remained remarkably similar to the village it was at the turn of the last 

century, while still flanked by and inseparably linked to the 1902 train 

station.  The Village sits on a small two lane winding road- no large, 

typical suburban thoroughfare running through it. In fact, to access The 

Village one must navigate narrow residential streets dotted with 

century old homes. It is a hidden jewel.  It is our “Best Downtown”. 

Our community celebrates together year round, from Halloween, to an 

old fashioned Fourth of July, to a Dickens Village held on our village 

green, Ricalton Square, each winter. A tradition in Maplewood for more 

than fifty years, Dickens Village is a grouping of diminutive period 

buildings representing and re-telling the story of Ebenezer Scrooge.  

It is almost Dickens Village time again!  Viewing Dickens Village is as 

opening a nested matryoshka doll.  It is a miniature village set within 

our little Village of Maplewood. In effect, Dickens Village exemplifies, 

accentuates, and reflects the small scale intimacy of Maplewood that 

has continually attracted so many to settle here as well as to visit, dine, 

and shop.  Dickens Village is a strong symbol of our community. 

________________________________ 

In contrast to our picture perfect Dickens Village “Small Town America” 

setting, our Township Committee is in the process of selling our public 

land and approving demolition and new building on the site of the 

existing 1958 Post Office.   This proposed new building conforms to the 

“Transit Village” model which is being built in so many other towns.  

These cheaply built, poorly designed, over-scaled, new buildings are 

compressing and depressing downtown areas, blocking the charming 

sight lines through the towns and the classic vignette of the train 

stations.  These Transit Village buildings are totally out of scale with 

their surroundings.  For older, more compact, low scale communities 

such as Maplewood, which has been a walkable, commuter community 

spanning three centuries (reflecting the history of the town and train), 

such development is inappropriate and overwhelming to the existing 

scale and context.  Maplewood is so unique and special that to move 

forward successfully, new development need not model the Transit 

Village Initiative. After all we are the ”Best Downtown”.  We need not 

become Anywhere, USA.   

The process allowing this is paved with grave issues including: 

• The basis of the project allowing demolition is a sewer issue in 

Maplewood Avenue and not in the designated “Area in Need of 

Rehabilitation”.  This does not comply with the Local 

Redevelopment and Housing Law.    

• The town ordinance requires the owner of any building slated for 

demolition to first prove “significant financial hardship”.  This was 

ignored by our governing body.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• The Planning Board preliminarily approved a site plan that was not a 

complete or proper submittal, not vetted by the consultant 

engineer prior to presentation to the board (as is typical), without 

notifying the public as to last minute changes, and approved 

deviations to the Redevelopment Plan without a minute’s 

discussion, all while turning over the decision making to a hired 

consultant who is not even a township employee.   

• The Township Committee and the Planning Board have refused to 

consider an incidental finding of a potential archeological site within 

the crawls space of the existing building- possible ruins of the 1869 

schoolhouse. They intend to bulldoze it over without any 

investigation at all. 

• The Township Committee is intent on closing the sale even before 

the final approval by the Planning Board.  This abrupt change in 

closing date was announced at the last Township Committee 

meeting with no public comments permitted – the closing is 

scheduled on Monday, November 16, prior to the next meeting. 

___________________________________________ 

David Minno, the architect of the planned Transit Village building, has 

stated in public that he intends that the new building look like an old 

industrial warehouse that was repurposed for retail and residential use.  

How ironic!  Has he looked around?  We already have an industrial 

warehouse building on this very site which is ready for adaptive re-use.  

Why do we need to demolish it and create a fake version of the same 

typology? 

What could this be instead?  The existing Post Office building is built of 

solid masonry, brick, and steel components, all in pristine condition with 

no deficiencies or substantive reasons for demolition. Not even one 

brick is in need of pointing! However, it is tired and needs improvement.  

This building could easily be adaptively reused in a sustainable fashion, 

with an addition above, creating delightful habitable terraces, and lush 

green roof gardens.  It would be proportional and appropriate for the 

scale of the Village.  It would have views of our Olmstead Park, South 

Mountain, and the Village itself – views for all who visit the building.  

These areas could be for public access, either as part of retail 

establishments or a restaurants, or other creative uses…a center for 

artists work/sales spaces, for example.   

Instead the proposed new Transit Village building will be depressingly 

closed in, with no open space at all.  Any possible views will be 

exclusively for 20 residential tenants.  It will have some retail entities 

with no open space or views.  It will have an inaccessible roof with 

mechanical units protruding.   

_____________________________________________ 

Which scenario would bring more shoppers into town?  Which option 

would create a destination in our prize winning downtown?  Which 

option would be great to see from above, from up the hill or from the 

South Mountain Reservation? 

What about the view of our Village for those who travel through on the 

train?  What if those travelers were to see people enjoying themselves 

on beautiful roof terraces?  What if they were to see people gathering, 

shopping, dining, and more inside the building through expanses of 

gleaming new glass?  The west-bound train literally glides right by the 

45 feet long by 15 feet high rear window of the building.  Would those 

travelers be enticed to come and visit Maplewood?  Could that bring us 

more visitors and shoppers? 
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An adaptively reused, sustainable, well designed, repurposed building 

could be a beacon for the train, a new symbol for the town – beckoning 

folks to visit our Village from far and wide. 

In contrast, the proposed vanilla, cookie-cutter, formulaic, inward 

looking Transit Village building will have private apartment windows 

above with bricked–in windows and a large garage entry at the train 

level.  What would you think if you rode by that on the train?  Not too 

enticing or intriguing at all. 

_________________________________ 

If a new building should be built, why build it in a style mimicking 

construction of 100 years ago as intended by Mr. Minno?  This is 

misguided. Why apply a fake historical pastiche to a modern steel 

structure?  Why not build in a contemporary fashion, using modern 

materials, with structural honesty and integrity?  And by extension, why 

not take the mid-century modern 1958 building and add to it in a 

modern and sustainable fashion?  The cavernous, light flooded interior 

is sitting ready, just begging for a new use.   

We should learn from our neighbors in South Orange, who, after 

publicly reviewing 3 radically different approaches, chose to adaptively 

re-use their town hall. They sought proposals from redevelopers who 

would accomplish this in a sensitive way and are proceeding to do this 

with a high level of integrity and public communication. 

____________________________________ 

 

Essentially, what happens in our Village is up to you, Mr. and Ms. Public.  

Unless a veritable mob crowds the next few Planning Board and 

Township Committee meetings, there will be no more options- this 

lousy deal, which our mayor has railroaded through while roughriding 

over local law, will be complete.  

The Township Committee intends to sell this building and site for less 

than a residence in the adjacent area is worth – why?  The town has 

granted a PILOT tax abatement which was precluded in the RFP- why?  

Though tax relief is often cited, this deal will not result in meaningful tax 

relief- projected to be about $20 per household per year.   

If we do not act now then the Post Office building will be demolished 

very soon and construction will commence on the new Transit Village 

building. We will see the disruption and mess in the village, construction 

and materials that are no way near in quality to what already exists, the 

over-scaled “cookie cutter” mass, the parking and traffic problems, and 

likely chain stores invading our Village.   

Unless we step up right now to influence the process and make a 

difference in a positive way, we will just have to live with it- for the next 

50 or more years. Let the Township Committee know your opinion- 

come to Monday night’s meeting – write a letter or email! 

As we proudly celebrate our Village as the “Best Downtown” let’s ask 

ourselves:  What is the future – Dickens Village or Transit Village? 

 

         

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Adaptive Re-use of 1958 Post Office Building 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 


