
 

PART 3: Interpretive Development Plan 

Morris Canal – An Historical Overview4 
The Morris Canal and Banking Company was chartered by the State of New Jersey on December 31st, 1824 
and granted the right to build a canal to link the anthracite coal fields of the Lehigh Valley in Pennsylvania 
with the industrial and domestic markets in northern New Jersey and New York City. Construction began 
in 1825, and the canal was put into full service between Phillipsburg on the west and the original eastern 
terminus at Newark in 1831. In 1828 the company was granted the right to extend the canal further to the 
east to reach the harbor of New York, and the extension of the canal was completed to Jersey City in 
1836. This accomplishment was augmented in 1837 by the company’s completion of the Pompton Feeder, 
which served to supplement Lake Hopatcong as the canal’s primary source of water supply. Although a 
range of freight was handled during the canal’s century-long term of operation, coal was the dominant 
commodity from the beginning and throughout its operational history.  
 
In 1835 the canal’s prism was generally described as being 32 feet wide at the water line, 20 feet wide at 
the bottom, and 4 feet in depth. The canal’s most noteworthy physical component was the system of 
inclined planes utilized to handle the high elevations through which the waterway passed in northern 
New Jersey. A total of 23 inclined plans were built on the canal, and these impressive engineering features 
provided for the transport of canal boats between canal levels and handling elevation changes of up to 
100 feet. Boats were loaded into plane cars that ran on iron rails that could be either pulled up or lowered 
down the incline by machinery powered by the gravity of water from the canal’s upper level at the head 
of the plane. The canal also utilized more conventional locks to handle smaller changes in elevation, with 
a total of 34 used during the course of the canal’s term of operation. All of these inclined planes and locks 
were altered, improved, and, in some cases, rebuilt during several programs of improvement at different 
times during the 19th century. The canal’s prism was enlarged in 1841 and 1845 and again between 1847 
and 1860 to increase operational efficiency. 
 
The Morris Canal was leased by the Lehigh Valley Railroad in 1871. This agreement was part of the Lehigh 
Valley’s plan (ultimately successful) to provide for the extension of their rail line across New Jersey to 
reach the harbor of New York. This acquisition and, more importantly, the rising dominance of the 
railroads as a more efficient carrier of coal, led to a gradual and continual decline in both the operations 
and profitability of the canal. The abandonment of the canal was strongly considered by the turn of the 
century, but various factors combined to result in a continuation of operations for a quarter-century. The 
Morris Canal was formally abandoned in 1924, and the actual dismantling of the canal was completed in 
1929. 
 

  

4 The history of the Morris Canal has been extensively covered in both secondary sources and in various reports. For 
additional information see Vermeule 1929; Lane 1939, Kalata 1973; Lefferts and Peifer 1979; Kalata 1983, Lee 1983; 
Morrell 1983; Goller 1987, Simon 1992, Rutsch and Sandy 1995; and Macasek 1996. 
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Introduction 
The Morris Canal Greenway would not be complete without the telling of the many rich stories associated 
with the canal and the growth of Jersey City. The greenway presents a major opportunity, moreover, for 
telling most if not all of Jersey City’s stories as the leading edge of a comprehensive approach to an 
interpretive presentation for the city.  
 
This section lays out an approach and recommendations for interpretive planning for the City of Jersey 
City and its interpretive partners. It features a collaborative approach to involving neighborhoods touched 
by the canal to encourage them to pursue community expression and placemaking through interpretation 
of the canal, industry, and neighborhood stories. While the greatest benefit in interpreting Jersey City 
would come from a planned and coordinated effort, recommendations here can and should be 
undertaken opportunistically. Demonstrating interpretive methods or taking advantage of places where 
an energetic neighborhood is willing to become engaged, for example, will go a long way toward 
encouraging greater public involvement and support. 
 
The City of Jersey City should take advantage of all of its resources in the context of its entire history. 
Jersey City has long been blessed by citizens passionate about its history and architecture and civic 
leadership that enabled historic preservation through public and private initiative. It was one of the 
earliest American places to benefit from second-generation industrialization – not through water power, 
but through coal energy – as well as to experience the direct impacts of transportation innovations, first 
the canal and then railroads. Thus, Jersey City has an important national story to tell and the historic 
resources with which to tell that story in many intriguing ways. The Morris Canal Greenway presents a 
major opportunity for the city and its neighborhoods, residents, and organizations to provide coordinated 
and expanded interpretation – call it a “museum without walls” – but the full scale of this opportunity is 
city-wide and ranges from the city’s earliest beginnings to its most recent history.  

Benefits of Interpretation 
Interpretation is a means through which residents and visitors can be engaged and become informed 
about the nature and character of Jersey City. Interpretation communicates the meaning and significance 
of places, people, and events to audiences who experience it. Through interpretation, residents and 
visitors learn about their community, how it has evolved over time, and why its people, landscapes, 
buildings, and resources are important.  
 
Interpretation should be achieved creatively through the coordinated actions of a wide variety of partners 
and in as many ways as possible through outdoor interpretive exhibits, lectures and other kinds of 
performances, printed brochures and guides, and social media and digital applications.  
 
Involving residents in creating these presentations is an educational and interpretive experience in its own 
right. Moreover, residents who are engaged and informed through interpretation are more likely to 
support and participate in local and regional initiatives for community revitalization and betterment. 
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Interpretive development of the Morris Canal Greenway in Jersey City has the potential for many benefits, 
as expressed through the vision and goals set for the project. 

Vision and Goals 
The vision developed for the greenway identified with Steering Committee and stakeholder input at the 
beginning of this project clearly expresses ambitions that can be met through interpretation (emphasis 
added): 

Stretching 8.5 miles around the southern half of Jersey City, the Morris Canal Greenway is 
a world-class bicycle and pedestrian destination. Built upon one of the city’s greatest 
historic resources, the Morris Canal, the Greenway celebrates the City’s industrial past 
while providing safe and convenient access for residents and visitors to neighborhoods, 
parks, schools, businesses, attractions, and transit. The Morris Canal Greenway is both an 
educational tool for displaying Jersey City’s history and regional significance and a lasting 
source of community pride. 

 
Goals set for the project provide more details for accomplishing the vision. The following goals are related 
to interpretation, with explanations about how interpretation will contribute: 

• Create an enhanced sense of place for the community 
The creation of better connections can enhance neighborhoods’ access to and understanding of 
the greenway, not simply through physical recreational connections, but also through story-telling 
and community expression. Greater use of the arts can express community attachment to local 
places, especially the canal. And interpretation can promote not only history, but also the 
promotion of community understanding of local natural resources and the story of the 
environmental legacy that accompanied industrial development spurred by the canal and, later, 
the railroads. 

• Greater awareness of existing attractions and the creation of a new destination 
Interpreting the greenway provides an opportunity for those interested in history and historic 
resources to rally around a dynamic new means of preserving a major resource and telling a 
major story. The greenway has the potential to connect existing historic resources throughout 
Jersey City that are not directly associated with the Morris Canal. 

• Renewed connection between the community and its history 
Interpretation along the Morris Canal Greenway can help it become, in the words of the vision 
cited above, “a lasting source of community pride” by enabling residents to learn about (1) the 
accomplishments and legacy of the past (in the words of the vision, “celebrates the City’s 
industrial past”); and (2) Jersey City’s contribution to New Jersey’s and the New York City area’s 
growth. Well-designed interpretive facilities can also comprise, again, in the words of the vision, 
“an educational tool for displaying Jersey City’s history and regional significance,” in particular 
for schoolchildren. Local-history education programs can create generations of residents who 
bond to Jersey City during childhood and can encourage students attending the local colleges and 
universities to stay in Jersey City after graduation. This can create a lasting supply of caring, 
interested residents who provide the leadership and local support needed by successful 
communities.  

 

 

• Preservation of culturally and historically valuable sites 
Historic canal structures can be preserved during greenway construction, and public interest in 
further historic preservation can be stimulated by knowledge of how nearby historic buildings act 
as touchstones for Jersey City history and culture, knowledge that can be provided through 
interpretation. 

• Contribute to the local economy by attracting visitors interested in heritage and eco-tourism 
A Morris Canal Greenway “museum without walls” will provide opportunities for visitors to 
learn about Jersey City’s history and environmental heritage and enjoy its tourism assets. 

Measures for Success 
Early in the planning process, the project’s Steering Committee was asked how they would measure 
success of the greenway. Among their responses were the following, selected here as those that relate to 
the role of interpretation in completing the greenway: 

• The Morris Canal Greenway is a destination in and of itself, a place people seek out; 
• The Morris Canal’s historic significance is highlighted throughout the alignment; 
• [The primary greenway experience will] create an enhanced sense of place for the community; 
• [The connectivity provided by the greenway will create] greater awareness of existing attractions 

and the creation of a new destination; 
• [The connectivity provided by the greenway will create] Renewed connection between the 

community and its history; and 
• [The connectivity provided by the greenway will stimulate] Preservation of culturally and 

historically valuable sites. 
 
While these responses essentially repeat the vision and goals, they are listed here because they identify 
topics for which specific baseline measurements could be made and/or objective quantification of 
progress over time is possible. 

Rationalizing the Greenway’s Sense of Place 
Interpretation, moreover, is vital to users’ understanding that the greenway follows the alignment of a 
nationally significant historic resource. (Note: The primary criterion for the proposed long-term greenway 
alignment is to follow the original canal alignment. For the most part the proposed greenway follows the 
historic canal alignment closely, with the exception of a few segments where the original alignment is 
inaccessible because of development.) With the passage of time – 2014 will see the 90th year after the 
canal ceased operation entirely – and much change to Jersey City since, there are few visible reminders of 
the Morris Canal. Indeed, some sections have become so changed over time that they are not to be 
routes for the greenway. Most notable among these is the colorfully named Fiddler’s Elbow section, the 
sharp turn of the canal from south to north, which in the mid-20th century provided space for access to 
the extension of the New Jersey Turnpike into Jersey City. Interpretation can rationalize and enhance the 
experience of a useful recreational and transportation alignment by revealing its relationship to the places 
through which it passes. 
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Background: The Morris Canal in Jersey City 
The Morris Canal is listed in the National and New Jersey Registers for Historic Places, which will carry a 
certain amount of cachet for many visitors. In order to be listed on these registers, documents describing 
the canal’s significance were compiled in a nomination package. These documents are a resource for 
development of interpretive content.  
 
The canal first delivered Pennsylvania’s high-energy, clean-burning (relatively speaking) anthracite coal to 
New York City in 1836, a substance that revolutionized transportation, industry, and even architecture 
over the 19th century. The canal “is historically significant as the first effective transportation route 
constructed between Pennsylvania and the New York Harbor for the movement of bulk goods. It was used 
to transport anthracite coal from the mines of Pennsylvania and iron, farm products, and raw materials 
from Pennsylvania and New Jersey. Running across New Jersey from Phillipsburg to Jersey City, it brought 
business and development opportunities to towns along its path.” (Liberty State Park, Draft Interpretive 
Plan, June 8, 2009, p. 17)  
 
Although it operated until 1924, after the 1870s the canal faced stiff competition from the railroads, 
“which could carry cargo faster and cheaper and also operate during the cold winter months.” (Liberty 
State Park, Draft Interpretive Plan, June 8, 2009, p. 10) 
 
The Morris Canal in Jersey City followed a six-mile course around the southern half of the city linking the 
Hudson and Hackensack Rivers. Its unique shape within the city’s geography traces the edges of the 
upland Palisade formation it had to avoid. Most of the right-of-way has been filled in, and the fairly 
consistent grade of the circuitous route makes a proposed greenway manageable and attractive for 
walking and bicycling. It also provides about half the “circuitry” that Jersey City could use to encourage 
visitors and residents to move around the city to learn about its history and enjoy the city’s attractions. 
 
The proposed greenway will provide connections to the Hudson River Waterfront Walkway, East Coast 
Greenway, park trails, and the planned Hackensack River Waterfront Walkway. Moreover, it links many 
city assets. Within a quarter mile of the former alignment of the Morris Canal there are: 

• 20 schools 
o 18 in Jersey City, 2 in Bayonne 
o 8 public, 9 private, 3 charter 
o 11 elementary schools, 4 elementary/middle schools, 1 middle school, 3 high schools, and 1 

special elementary school for children with autism 
• 1 college (New Jersey City University) 
• 2 recreation centers 
• 24 houses of worship 
• 6 neighborhoods as defined by the Jersey City Economic Development Corporation (note: a more-

detailed definition of neighborhoods has been employed for Table 3) 
• 509 listed, identified, or eligible Historic Properties 
• 10 listed, identified, or eligible Historic Districts including the Morris Canal Historic District 
• 9 areas of NJDEP wetlands 

 

 

• 4 areas of species-based habitat (for shortnose sturgeon; peregrine falcon; black-crowned night-
heron; and cattle egret) and other habitat, primarily for birds and marine animals 

• 5 Hudson Bergen Light Rail stations 
• 153 NJ TRANSIT bus stops 

 
The Morris Canal alignment per se generally links few historic and natural resources, but those that it does 
link offer significant interpretive opportunities. Table 3 suggests a way of organizing existing resources 
and neighborhoods to examine opportunities for early action and interpretive approaches. While not all 
resources are directly related to the Morris Canal, interpretation may describe the relationship or 
common story between the canal and the resource. This should be combined in the final Morris Canal 
Greenway plan’s implementation strategies with the planning for phased development, so that early 
phases of the greenway’s development can be accompanied by early interpretive initiatives. There are 
sure to be focal points where neighborhoods can be better connected with the greenway, on and near the 
route. 
 

Methodology for Interpretive Planning 
A situation analysis was performed to determine the status quo, which pursued such questions as: 

• Which organizations and programs are already interpreting the Morris Canal in Jersey City, and 
how? 

• What interpretive themes are already in use in Jersey City relating to the city’s history, cultural 
landscape, and growth (all of which were influenced by the Morris Canal)? 

• How do audiences use programs and sites? That is, what is the typical visitor experience? 
• How do audiences currently learn about experiences to be pursued in Jersey City? 
• How/when/why do interpreting organizations work together? 
• How can organizations that are interpreting Jersey City support and benefit from the new Morris 

Canal greenway initiative? 
 
Interviews with key stakeholders were conducted. Additional investigation was conducted during a tour of 
Jersey City and at the first public meeting for this effort on October 3, 2012, which followed an open 
house format. These activities informed the ideas documented in this memo.  

Situation Analysis 

Existing Interpretation 
Interpretive sites are summarized in Tables 3 and organizations are listed in Table 5. In general, while of 
interest individually, taken together, the collection of interpretive attractions (identified and described in 
enticing detail by Destination Jersey City, the official tourism website of Jersey City) do not come across as 
a unified whole, the experience of which would induce a visitor to spend time experiencing more than 
one or two. 
 
A key conclusion from the situation analysis is that richer and more complete interpretation of the Morris 
Canal Greenway combined with a more cohesive, comprehensive approach to interpreting the city’s many 
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Interpretive panel and seating, Liberty State 
Park’s Morris Canal Peninsula Park 

fine sites and their stories could create an outstanding experience. Churches were built by congregations 
whose members worked on the canal and in the industries alongside it, grand residences and simple 
neighborhoods alike are tied to the city’s growth that was triggered in large measure by the canal, 
theaters and museums bespeak the cultures and cultural traditions inherent in the city-building the canal 
spurred, and so on. If all were to be tied together with a single, introductory narrative that shapes and 
centers the stories they are already telling, the experience could be a powerful one.  
 
In terms of existing institutional leadership, three city-based entities offer general historical interpretation 
about Jersey City as a whole. None of these, it should be noted, view their primary role as interpretive, yet 
they offer substantial leadership potential for improving the city’s interpretive presentation: 

• The Jersey City Landmarks Conservancy, a historic preservation group, which offers lectures, 
walking tours, publications, and a website; 

• The New Jersey Room of the Jersey City Free Library, an archive of materials about New Jersey 
with an emphasis upon Jersey City and Hudson County, including about 20,000 volumes, 13,000 
images, and an extensive collection of historic maps; the director, Cynthia Harris, has recently 
compiled a popular book of images from Jersey City; and 

• The City of Jersey City itself, which is in the process of establishing a small house museum display 
on the first floor of the Apple Tree House - Van Wagenen House, the city’s oldest structure. The 
Apple Tree House is located north of the area to be served by the greenway. 

 
Premier among sites along the canal already offering interpretation is Liberty State Park, including the 
area known as Morris Canal Peninsula Park. Much of the state park’s current focus is interpreting natural 
resources, one of the themes discussed below. The state park also could offer assistance in presenting 
other interpretive themes city-wide, since it interprets the railroads and terminal.  
 
Along with these “big four” interpreting institutions, the website entitled “Jersey City: Past and Present” is 
“a digital project of New Jersey City University (NJCU) that was designed to inform its viewers in words 
and images about Jersey City. The website exemplifies one of the ways that NJCU, Jersey City's only public 
university, seeks to reach out to the surrounding communities.” (http://www.njcu.edu/ 

programs/jchistory/About.htm). No discussion of existing 
interpretation of the Morris Canal in Jersey City would be 
complete without mention of the Canal Society of New 
Jersey. The society’s website and programs offer 
outstanding information about the history and resources 
of the canal, including occasional lectures and tours 
tailored to the Jersey City segment of the canal. 
 
In terms of specific existing sites, the state park’s Morris 
Canal Peninsula Park is physically the largest existing 
effort. It is located between the canal’s Little Basin and Big 
Basin, associated with the terminus of the Morris Canal, 

 

 

being a small peninsula of land between these two bodies of water. Part of Liberty State Park since the 
park’s establishment in 1976, the peninsula was developed into a public open space in 1996 with several 
outdoor interpretive panels explaining the canal.  
 
In addition to the interpretation of the canal offered at the state park’s Peninsula Park, some 
interpretation exists at or near various stations of the Hudson-Bergen Light Rail. A modest sign about the 
existence of the canal parallel to the HBLR right-of-way is offered at both the Richard Street and Jersey 
Avenue HBLR stations. The light rail stations are more notably excellent examples of the use of public art 
as an interpretive element in landscape design. While the topic is not directly related to the canal, the 
Danforth Avenue station is an example of how public art can be used to illustrate a theme and bring the 
viewer’s imagination into the scene, with the artist playfully imagining and picturing “lost luggage” found 
through archeology (perhaps a reference to Ellis Island immigrants who used the rail line to embark on 
their new life in America). Artistic elements are also incorporated into the fencing at the Richard Street 
HBLR station. Both of these works were commissioned through NJ TRANSIT’s Transit Arts Program. 

There are other interpretive efforts throughout the City related to the greenway alignment, e.g., some 
other signage and pavement markings. These are generally modest, good-hearted efforts that provide 
variety and interest already, but they lack the impact that could come from a greenway-wide 
presentation.  They should be incorporated into an overall and/or neighborhood implementation plan, 
with determination on an individual basis according to careful evaluation to let stand, enlarge, enhance, 
or replace and upgrade as appropriate. 

   
Sign indicating the location of 
the Morris Canal from the 
Richard Street Station 

 

“Immigrant Remnants” at the 
Danforth Avenue Station 

 

Wheels inserted into the fencing 
at the Richard Street Station 
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Table 3: Neighborhoods, Historic Resources, and Interpretive Sites in Jersey City in Proximity to the Morris Canal 

Neighborhood1 Related Historic District2 Morris Canal Resource3 Interpretive Resource4 
Lincoln Park (off canal alignment)    
McGinley Square (off canal 
alignment) 

  • Temple Beth-El 
• New Jersey National Guard Armory 
• Old Bergen Reformed Church 
• St. Aedan’s Church 

West End  • Lafayette Gardens Historic District • Morris Canal Halladay Street Basin 
• Natl. Docks R.R./Morris Canal - Pacific Ave Bridge  
• Mill Creek Aqueduct/Sluice Gate/Outlet Lock  

 

Van Vorst Park (off canal 
alignment)  

• Van Vorst Park Historic District   

The Village (off canal alignment)    
Harsimus Cove (off canal 
alignment) 

• Harsimus Grove Historic District   

Grove Street (off canal 
alignment) 

  • Barrow Mansion 
• Harsimus Stem Embankment - Sixth Street 
• City Hall 
• Jersey City Public Library - Main Branch (with the New Jersey Room) 
• Saint Bridget's Church 
• St. Michael's Church 

Powerhouse Arts District (off 
canal alignment) 

• Warehouse Historic District  • The Hudson & Manhattan RR Powerhouse 

Liberty Harbor  • Jersey City Steel Works 
• Jersey City Glass Works ( 
• Morris Canal Tide Lock 22 East 
• American Sugar Refining Company Complex  

 

Paulus Hook  • Paulus Hook Historic District • Morris Canal Packers Dock (South St Pier)  
• Morris Canal Little Basin  
• Morris Canal Scranton Dock (Hudson St Pier) 

 

1  Clockwise from left (more or less). Neighborhoods are delineated at http://wardensandroosters.blogspot.com/2011/02/jersey-city-neighborhood-map_14.html. The map can also be found in the appendices.   
2 Historic districts are shown on the Map 3: “Historic Features, Properties & Districts” in section 1 of this report.  
3  Descriptions and a map of historic features related to the Morris Canal can be found in the appendices.  
4 Interpretive resources are listed and described at http://www.destinationjerseycity.com/things-to-do/history-heritage/. New Jersey City University was added because of the university’s dedication to compiling historical information about the city. 
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Table 3: Neighborhoods, Historic Resources, and Interpretive Sites in Jersey City in Proximity to the Morris Canal 

Neighborhood1 Related Historic District2 Morris Canal Resource3 Interpretive Resource4 
Exchange Place   • Colgate Clock 

• Museum of Russian Art (MoRA) 
• Our Lady of Czestochowa Catholic Church 
• Saints Peter and Paul Orthodox Church 
• U.S Post Office 
• (Note: The Underground Railroad is also listed as belonging to this 

district, although it generally is a story that belongs to the city as a 
whole) 

Liberty State Park   • Adirondack Steel Works 
• Morris Canal Tidewater Basin 
• Numerous wetlands and much natural habitat for wildlife 

• Central Railroad of New Jersey Terminal 
• Liberty Science Center 
• (Note: Also in association with Liberty State Park, of course, are the 

Statue of Liberty National Monument, Ellis Island, and Liberty Island) 
Communipaw  • Communipaw-Lafayette Historic District 

• Whitlock Cordage Company Buildings Historic District 
• Whitlock Cordage Company Complex  

Bergen-Lafayette  • Bergen Hill Historic District 
• West Bergen Historic District 

 • Jersey City Public Library - Miller Branch 
• New Jersey City University (NJCU) 
• Old Bergen Church Cemetery 

Port Liberte  • Lehigh Valley R.R. / Morris Canal Bridge Abutments (four)  

Greenville  • Lehigh Valley Railroad / Morris Canal Bridge  
• Pennsylvania Railroad / Morris Canal Bridge  
• Central R.R. of NJ / Morris Canal Bridge Abutments  
• Standard Oil Co. Pipeline / Morris Canal Bridge  
• Morris Canal Fiddler's Elbow 

• Afro-American Historical Society Museum 
• Jersey City Public Library - Glenn D. Cunningham Branch 
• Saint Patrick's Church and School 
 
 
 

Greenville Yards  • Pennsylvania Railroad New York Bay Branch Historic 
District 

• Greenville Yard Historic District 

  

West Side  • Morris Canal Lock 21 East Complex   

Journal Square   • The Apple Tree House - Van Wagenen House 
• Govinda Center 
• Jersey City & Harsimus Cemetery 
• Jersey City Public Library - Five Corners Branch 
• The Landmark Loew's Theatre 
• Newkirk House 
• Stanley Theater 
• William J. Brennan Courthouse (Hudson County Courthouse) 
• William L. Dickinson High School 

The Heights (off canal alignment)   • Jersey City Public Library – Heights Branch 

Newport (off canal alignment)   • The Holland Tunnel 
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Table 4: Interpretive Themes Used by Liberty State Park 
Primary Interpretive Themes – Liberty State Park 
Liberty State Park’s location along the shores of the Hudson River Estuary and the protection of this land 
is key to the survival of numerous species. 
For centuries, people have interacted with the land that is now Liberty State Park. 
Throughout history, the land that was Communipaw Cove and is now Liberty State Park served as a 
major transportation hub. 
 
Secondary Interpretive Themes – Liberty State Park 
Black Tom Munitions Depot Explosion: During World War I, the munitions depot at Black Tom, located in 
what is now the southern portion of Liberty State Park, was blown up in one of the “greatest acts of 
sabotage on American soil”. 
September 11, 2001: Because of its proximity to the World Trade Center, Liberty State Park’s staff and 
visitors were witness to the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks. The park was used as a destination 
point for people fleeing the city and a resource center for families following 9/11. 
Source: Liberty State Park, Draft Interpretive Plan, June 8, 2009, pp. 30-31 
 
 

Existing Interpretive Themes, Audience, and Outreach 
Outside Liberty State Park, which has an outstanding draft interpretive plan, interpretive themes are not 
specifically employed to organize interpretive offerings. The current approach is to be guided by city 
resources and stories, loosely organized around what might be called a theme, the city’s establishment 
and growth over time. Two of Liberty Park’s three primary themes focus on nature and human-nature 
interaction over centuries (Table 4); the third, naturally enough, addresses the role of the site as a 
transportation hub. 

Existing Audiences 
Existing audiences for Jersey City interpretive activities appear to be limited in size and scope and largely 
comprise of residents. One stakeholder felt that more could be done to attract school students in 
particular, his pick for a major focus among audiences. However, the Morris Canal Greenway is a larger 
regional effort that extends across New Jersey. As the terminus of this statewide historical resource, 
Jersey City’s Morris Canal Greenway will have a regional and even national audience.  

More than 5 million visitors use Liberty State Park each year, with 40 percent going directly to the 
Central Railroad of New Jersey Terminal building to take the ferries to the Statue of Liberty and Ellis 
Island. Local residents comprise 55 percent of visitors, many of whom make regular visits to the park, 
often daily. (As the deputy superintendent of the park noted in an interview, Liberty State Park is “truly 
an urban park,” the only urban state park in the northern New Jersey system.) Given its proximity to 
Liberty State Park, it may be possible to attract some of the park visitors to the Morris Canal Greenway. 

 

 

“Lowell’s water-powered 
textile mills catapulted the 
nation – including immigrant 
families and early female 
factory workers – into an 
uncertain new industrial era. 
Nearly 200 years later, the 
changes that began here still 
reverberate in our shifting 
global economy.”  

http://www.nps.gov/lowe/in
dex.htm 

Existing Outreach 
Local audiences learn about interpretive offerings through the usual variety of marketing efforts made 
by nonprofit organizations, which might be characterized as occasional announcements with reliance on 
email and website communication and coverage by local media outlets. 

Audiences intending to visit Jersey City have an excellent resource in Destination Jersey City 
(www.destinationjerseycity.com), which offers a downloadable visitor guide and user-friendly, detailed 
information that includes “history & heritage” with 37 entries (including churches and public buildings). 
“Explore our History” is listed in the visitor guide as one of “Top Ten Things to Do and See in Jersey City.” 
The site won honorable mention at the 2011 Governor’s Conference on Tourism. 

Potential Interpretive Concepts and Actions 
In the Morris Canal Greenway, Jersey City has a major opportunity to rationalize and improve the 
interpretive and educational experiences currently available throughout the city. Each year, millions of 
people visit attractions in Jersey City, including Liberty State Park, the Statue of Liberty, and Ellis Island. 
Interpretation and recreation along the Morris Canal would create an interesting additional experience 
for visitors, which many would likely find worthy of more time or a return visit. Ultimately, Jersey City’s 
significant contribution to the nation’s industrialization is a message that can be spread through a 
coordinated interpretive presentation and marketing, leading audiences locally and from further afield 
to seek to experience the Morris Canal and the entire city.  

Jersey City has a fascinating story, significant and emblematic of the 
nation’s industrial past, that is not being told in all that many places 
across the nation. Lowell National Historic Park in Massachusetts is an 
example of a place of similar size and interesting character that today 
offers one of the nation’s most visited national parks at the heart of the 
working landscape of an industrial city. As the National Park Service’s 
web site proclaims, “Lowell is a living monument to the dynamic human 
story of the Industrial Revolution” 
(http://www.nps.gov/lowe/index.htm). Jersey City’s story deserves 
greater visibility, and could quite readily be paired with the story of the 
earlier, water-powered industrialization now being told at Great Falls 
National Historical Park in Paterson. Jersey City’s representation as one 
of the first industrial sites freed from water power by the availability of 
coal would naturally extend the story of the American Industrial Revolution now being told at Great 
Falls, with the further logic that both sites are linked by the Morris Canal. 

The following is a “first phase” interpretive plan that, if followed, will lead to conversations and 
partnerships to take Jersey City’s interpretive experience to a new, enhanced level. Ultimately, as the 
greenway grows, neighborhoods are recruited to help tell the story, existing interpretive attractions are 
united through interpretive themes, and everyone gains more experience in telling “the story” and 

 

“Lowell’s water-powered 
textile mills catapulted the 
nation – including immigrant 
families and early female 
factory workers – into an 
uncertain new industrial era. 
Nearly 200 years later, the 
changes that began here still 
reverberate in our shifting 
global economy.” 

http://www.nps.gov/lowe/
index.htm
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meeting visitors’ expectations, the city should develop a more ambitious interpretive plan to guide the 
necessarily broad collaboration needed for a widely successful program. In the meantime, this simple 
plan has the virtue of seeking enhancements to existing elements of the city’s current interpretive 
offering. Other than the resulting outdoor interpretive installations that should result along and near the 
greenway and the orientation exhibits suggested, little capital improvement funding is needed. Rather, 
this is a people-intensive activity, one that can be highly fulfilling in the building of partnerships, 
experience, and appreciation in the telling of the city’s stories. 

Essentially, any interpretive plan identifies the themes to be followed and the stories to be told 
following those themes; looks at media in use and to be used to tell those stories (everything from a 
house museum to social media – it is a long list indeed); suggests a framework within which interpretive 
sites and programs can grow their interpretive presence, including circulation and orientation; identifies 
partners; and suggests steps for action. The thrust in this plan is to view the Morris Canal Greenway as a 
kind of “museum without walls,” and as a linking and placemaking mechanism as well as a story-telling 
one. 

Interpretive Topics and Recommendations 
In terms of interpretation, the following topics should form the basis for theme statements that could 
guide overall interpretation not only along the Morris Canal Greenway, but throughout the city: 

• Morris Canal as a whole and the place of the Jersey City stretch within the system 
o Engineering/building the canal 
o Decision to extend canal from the Passaic River to Jersey City and resulting technological 

innovations  
o Transportation in the 19th century (This could be interpreted using all those remnant 

abutments of railroad and road bridges; since this is a major theme at Liberty State Park, 
development of this topic should be done in conjunction with interpretation there.) 

• Impact of the canal on Jersey City 
o City plan and size 
o Wealth-building (The city’s many historic districts, where the 19th century’s wealth is 

readily discerned, are related to the wealth that came from the canal as transport or as 
stimulus to industrialization.) 

o Relationship to NYC 
• Industrialization of Jersey City 

o Economic impacts 
o Demographic impacts (The city’s truly remarkable ethnic heritage is due to the proximity 

of Ellis Island, of course, but the ready employment offered by Jersey City’s industrial 
powerhouse ensured that the city would enjoy steady growth from immigration – which 
of course worked both ways, for industries found a ready supply of employees by 
locating in the city.) 

 

 

o Environmental impacts 
o Environmental recovery 

• Natural history (Since this is a major theme at Liberty State Park, development of this topic 
should be done in conjunction with interpretation there.) 

o Distinctive geology (E.g., forced Fiddler’s Elbow alignment) 
o Water features 
o Habitat & critters 
o Tidal flows, rivers 
o American Indian occupation 

 
RECOMMENDATIONS: Develop formal theme statements for review and ultimate endorsement by 
participating partners, sites, and interpretive programs. Understand current and potential linkages of 
existing interpretive sites and programs to these themes and identify ways to enhance them. Identify 
gaps and opportunities to fill them through interpretation along the Morris Canal Greenway with 
neighborhood participation. 

Telling Neighborhood Stories 
The stories told by the Morris Canal Greenway should be “owned” by the neighborhoods through which 
it passes and those nearby. Table 3 is organized to suggest “clusters” that combine specific 
neighborhoods (some of which may be large enough to subdivide further), historic districts, interpretive 
resources associated with the canal, and other nearby interpretive resources. This is the place to start in 
identifying potential community groups and other partners to identify stories, ways of telling them and, 
if outdoor interpretive installations are appropriate, where and how to tell them through information 
and artistic contributions. The intended outcome here is community participation as well as the story. 

While there are many partners identified later in this document (Table 4) that have the potential for 
contributing to the content for the ultimate interpretive presentation, one caution is needed: 
professional guidance is strongly recommended for the final result. Creating interpretation is not the 
same as providing information. It must convey meaning and relevance to intended audiences, and its 
message(s) should be simple and well-directed. Folks steeped in their areas of interest – from 
professional historians to amateur birders, and everyone in between – often have trouble distinguishing 
the important from the interesting, and reducing what they want to convey to the level of powerful-yet-
simple. The best result comes from combining the talents of professional interpreters with those of local 
experts who know and love the details and want to share their knowledge in a way that will build public 
appreciation and understanding with a light touch.  
 
RECOMMENDATIONS: Organize neighborhood groups and affinity organizations (churches, schools, 
interpretive sites, businesses, etc.) to explore stories to be told through the Morris Canal Greenway 
and develop appropriate, simple neighborhood plans for interpretive media, installations, education 
programs, and events. Seek rewarding short-term outcomes to build and continue momentum. 
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School-based Education Programs 
Neighborhoods are also the building blocks for developing educational programs for schoolchildren. A 
neighborhood’s pride in developing interpretive facilities, programs, and events should also induce a 
determination to expose the neighborhood’s and city’s children to the learning opportunities inherent in 
those offerings. 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS: While organizing neighborhood groups and affinity organizations for 
interpretation along the Morris Canal Greenway, take these opportunities to assess needs and 
opportunities for school-based education programs. In addition, work with local public, private, and 
charter schools at all levels and institutions of higher learning with education programs to identify 
existing and needed programs in local history, civics, local environmental issues, and other topics that 
can be developed to support school curricula. 

Circulation 
The greenway promises to link many of the city’s most prominent neighborhoods and sites, and many 
others can be connected to the greenway through wayfinding linkages. Intersecting trails and existing 
walking tours readily provide additional linkages, and circulation throughout the city would not be 
difficult to enhance. Beautiful and well-executed pedestrian signage is already available throughout 
Jersey City, leaving only wayfinding through print and digital media to be added and expanded, which is 
less costly to implement than the signage. 
 
Visitors like choice – added walking tours, either self-guided or 
guided, would provide more choice. The perception of a rich 
network of opportunities for exploration and discovery is more 
likely to be appealing, and provides a “level playing field” for sites 
that might otherwise not be near enough to a circuit-style pattern 
to benefit. Ronald Rice, Map Archivist for the Canal Society of New 
Jersey, has developed a guidebook, including a walking tour guide, 
of the Morris Canal in Jersey City. The guidebook is currently being 
published and will be available to the public.  

Other walking tours can highlight other interpretive sites 
throughout the City. The Apple Tree House - Van Wagenen House is 
a significant City-owned interpretive site and conceptually “the place where the story started,” an 
attraction in its own right. It should act as a destination or magnet in the circulation to be encouraged 
through interpretive tours of any kind, prominently displayed in write-ups, exhibits, orientation, etc. It 
is, moreover, located in an area thickly populated with interpretive attractions (see Table 3). 

RECOMMENDATIONS: Create a rich network of interpretive pathways and walking tours linking all city 
interpretive resources and providing guidance for visitors’ exploration and discovery. Experiment with 

 

 

multiple possibilities and monitor visitors’ use and reaction to offerings in order to continue refining 
them. Improve pedestrian wayfinding signage to reinforce where and as needed. 

Orientation 
An important companion to circulation is orientation. There should be a few places where visitors might 
logically go first, where orientation information would provide that “you are here” experience and lay 
out the overall story and nearby opportunities for discovery. Recognizable and specially-designed kiosks 
for outdoor locations, and small exhibit panels for indoor locations would unify visitors’ perception that 
they are securely within an intended framework for their experience and build their confidence for 
exploration. These exhibits should also signal to visitors that they can find other information if they need 
it – through personal visitor services, social media, or simply a rack of brochures that might be found 
somewhere nearby. 

Potential locations for orientation include: 
• The Colgate Clock 
• Liberty State Park locations 

o Morris Canal Peninsula Park 
o Central Railroads of New Jersey Terminal 

• Liberty Science Center 
• The western terminus of the Morris Canal Greenway along Hackensack River 
• Apple Tree House - Van Wagenen House 

Additional locations might be identified over time, as the city and partners gain greater experience in 
offering a comprehensive interpretive presentation to visitors and monitor visitors’ needs. 

RECOMMENDATIONS: Create a constellation of orientation sites, working with existing interpretive 
sites and other locations to intercept visitors, introduce them to the city’s interpretive presentation, 
and provide them with guidance for exploring the city’s attractions. Beyond the potential list of 
locations offered above, investigate additional possibilities and monitor visitors’ use and reaction to 
existing locations in order to continue refining the suite of locations. Improve pedestrian wayfinding 
signage to reinforce where, as needed. 

Leadership: Interpretive Partners 
There is no single organization telling the story of Jersey City. Jersey City does, however, possess an 
impressive number of existing entities that could plan, execute, and maintain a city-wide interpretive 
presentation. Those potential partners and their possible roles are delineated in Table 5. It is assumed 
that the City of Jersey City, as sponsor of this plan, will take the lead in coordinating the first phase of its 
implementation and building a sustainable management approach that takes advantage of the potential 
contributions of all parties willing to become involved. 
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The Morris Canal Greenway has the potential to act as the city’s centerpiece for a wide range of 
partnerships, including businesses, schools, historic preservation organizations, government, and more. 
Pursuing the interpretation of Jersey City through the greenway is a major way to energize partnerships 
among many entities. Interpretation, when properly designed, has the virtue of being readily 
comprehensible for all involved. With sufficient shared vision and determination to follow through on 
making that vision happen, partnerships focusing on interpretation can also lead to relationships to 
accomplish other important initiatives, including neighborhood improvements, business and tourism 
growth, and city investments. 

RECOMMENDATIONS: Bring potential interpretive partners together to identify roles, enlist other 
partners, set priorities and phasing, and make commitments for undertaking various elements of the 
interpretive plan as identified elsewhere here. Create an ongoing forum for moving the process 
forward, monitoring progress, and making necessary public and private investments, such as 
providing interpretive venues and other user amenities. 

Table 5: Potential Interpretive Partners and Roles for Leading Jersey City’s Interpretive 
Presentation 
Potential Partner Potential Role(s)  
Jersey City Division of 
City Planning 

• Outreach to neighborhood groups to support the process of planning 
and developing locally generated interpretive presentations and public 
art. 

Jersey City Economic 
Development 
Corporation 

• Maintenance of the Destination Jersey City tourism program 
• Provides visitor circulation and transit information 
• Self-guided walking tour developer 
• Guided walking tour leader/provider 
• Outreach to neighborhood groups to support the process of planning 

and developing locally generated interpretive presentations and public 
art 

• Outreach to interpretive sites to adopt city-wide interpretive themes 
and enhance their interpretive presentations 

Jersey City Office of 
Cultural Affairs 

• Interpretive offering in the first floor of the Apple Tree House - Van 
Wagenen House (and occupant of the second floor) 

• Orientation at Apple Tree House 
• Outreach to neighborhood groups to support the process of planning 

and developing locally generated interpretive presentations and public 
art 

• Outreach to interpretive sites to adopt city-wide interpretive themes 
and enhance their interpretive presentations 

• Outreach to cultural organizations throughout the city whose talents 
might be added to an interpretive initiative 

 

 

Table 5: Potential Interpretive Partners and Roles for Leading Jersey City’s Interpretive 
Presentation 
Potential Partner Potential Role(s)  
Jersey City 
Redevelopment 
Agency 

• Outreach to neighborhood groups to support the process of planning 
and developing locally generated interpretive presentations and public 
art 

• Funding for capital improvements related to interpretation 
Canal Society of New 
Jersey 

• Content provider (research, images, writing) 
• Tour provider 

Hudson County 
Genealogical & 
Historical Society 

• Content provider (research, images, writing) 
• Tour provider 

Jersey City Landmarks 
Conservancy 

• Content provider (research, images, writing) 
• Self-guided walking tour developer 
• Guided walking tour leader/provider 
• Advice to interpretive sites to improve their facilities for visitor use 

Liberty Science Center • Orientation site 
• Collaboration on certain interpretive themes, especially environmental 

impacts of industrialization and the story of environmental restoration  
Liberty State Park • Orientation sites at the Central Railroad on New Jersey Terminal and 

Morris Canal Peninsula Park 
• Collaboration on certain interpretive themes, especially natural 

resources and transportation 
New Jersey City 
University 

• Content provider (research, images, writing) 
• The education department might provide leadership in helping to create 

school-based education programming related to the greenway or city-
wide interpretive offerings 

Jersey City Public 
Schools 

• Help develop curricula and conduct canal tours for students 

New Jersey Room of 
the Jersey City Free 
Public Library 

• Content provider (research, images, writing) 
• In-depth interpretive experience for visitors wishing to gain a greater 

education about Jersey City, through conversations with 
archivist/librarians and their guidance to materials of interest to 
individual visitors 

Source: Heritage Strategies, LLC, for The RBA Group, March 2013 
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