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A PLACE IN FLUX: MEMORY AND FUTURITY  
IN THE HACKENSACK MEADOWLANDS
By Evelyn Dsouza
From the middle of the Hackensack River, 

sweltering in the heat of an early summer day, 
I peered up at the New Jersey Turnpike from my 
seat on the pontoon boat. I usually see this place 
from the view of my own car—or occasionally, 
the train, from which an expansive view of 
the estuary is even easier to take in: billowing 
stands of common reed (Phragmites), glistening 
mudflats at certain times of the day, and looming 

cityscapes on the horizon. I’d never before found 
myself in the landscape quite like this, from the 
view of the water.

“Can you hold this?” Dr. Ildiko Pechmann asked 
me. The pontoon boat was owned and oper-
ated by the New Jersey Sports and Exposition 
Authority (NJSEA), which serves as the regional 
planning and zoning agency for the Hackensack 

A sensor station overlooking the Hackensack River. Image courtesy of Evelyn Dsouza.
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Meadowlands District. Four other interns and I 
were there to see the estuary firsthand, guided 
in part by Dr. Pechmann, one of the NJSEA’s 
environmental scientists. Along the way, we’d 
stopped at one of the carbon sensors lodged in 
the river so that Dr. Pechmann could change its 
memory card. As I was sitting nearest to her, 
she handed me the old card while she replaced it 
with a new one. The little memory card seemed 
especially fragile as I was holding it there on the 
gently rocking boat; “Don’t drop it!” I remember 
warning myself.

As a writer, I think a lot about the concept of 
memory. I held in my hand that day a small 
but rich record of environmental data, and as a 
humanities researcher about the Meadowlands, 
I’d been immersing myself in other kinds of 
kept memories before and after that day—those 

of library books and records in archives docu-
menting the natural and cultural histories of the 
region.

The Hackensack Meadowlands, named for the 
primary river flowing through it, is the largest ur-
ban wetland complex in the northeastern United 
States (Tiner, Swords, and McClain 2002). It is 
the home of Berry’s Creek, which contains mer-
cury concentrations that are among the highest 
ever measured in a freshwater ecosystem (United 
States Department of Commerce, National 
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, and 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 2014). Before 
settler colonialism, the area was a predominantly 
freshwater system, forested by Atlantic white ce-
dars. Dutch settlers cleared the cedar forests and 
used dikes to drain the land, creating “meadows” 
of salt hay for harvesting—replaced, over time, by 

A view of the Hackensack Meadowlands from Mill Creek Marsh, a nature preserve in Secau-
cus, New Jersey. Image courtesy of Evelyn Dsouza.
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invasive common reed (Ceberio and Kase 2015). 
The American motion picture industry, which 
was once at home in New Jersey before it moved 
to Hollywood, would later use the backdrop of 
the Meadowlands as stand-ins for prairie scenes 
(Sullivan 1998). And through a mix of human and 
natural causes over time, especially the creation 
of the upstream Oradell Dam, the condition of the 
lower Hackensack River turned brackish.

The “Meadowlands” is in many ways, then, a 
human creation. Even still, its protection and 
recovery in recent decades has relied on familiar 
environmentalist and conservationist arguments 
about the surprising natural beauty and biodi-
versity of the place, especially its importance as 

bird habitat in the Atlantic Flyway. Although 
appreciation for the scientific and ecological value 
of wetlands has come a long way from the past, 
wetland ecosystems in this heavily urbanized 
coastal area need also to be able to thrive and 
persist under conditions of accelerated sea level 
rise. In a geography where space for landward 
retreat for the marshlands is limited and the 
marshlands would become inundated with 
increased saltwater, this ecosystem would no 
longer be able to sustain the same life or provide 
necessary ecological services. The rate of increase 
in the marshlands’ surface elevation, however, 
is not enough to keep up with the predicted rise 
in sea level each year (Artigas, Grzyb, and Yao 
2021).

The Meadowlands Museum, home of the William Carlos Williams Memorial Room. A red 
weelbarrow is placed outside the buidling. Image courtesy of Evelyn Dsouza.
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After a long history of environmental abuse 
and in the face of continued present-day perils, 
the New Jersey Department of Environmental 
Protection (NJDEP) announced its plan this 
summer to nominate the entire lower region of 
the Hackensack River as a Superfund site (Hajna 
and Shinske 2021). Declarations like these, and 
the necessary remediation that ensues, do not 
happen in a vacuum. They are informed by de-
cades’ worth of data and research—by the things 
we carefully write and document.

As I’m always reminding my students, I see 
writing as, at its core, a technology—a tool for 
externalizing memory and experience. And if 
writing is indeed a technology, it is one that we 
will want to wield with precision and care, just as 
we would any other in the service of sustainable 
land-use decision-making. We will want to use 
it in ways that are flexible and responsive to 
changing circumstances.

I think a lot about the ways that writing has an 
effect of immortalizing the things we observe and 

then describe, however. The day I first visited the 
Meadowlands Museum, I remember lingering 
in the William Carlos Williams Memorial 
Room. Williams, who was born and died in the 
town of Rutherford, New Jersey, is one of the 
cultural icons of our region: the 20th-century 
American poet and physician most closely asso-
ciated with the famous imagist poem “The Red 
Wheelbarrow.” “[S]o much depends / upon // a 
red wheel / barrow,” read the first two stanzas. 
A perfect example of a still life object in writing, 
isn’t it? Meditative and intense. But do we inad-
vertently turn places into still life objects when 
we write about them?

The second time I went out on the pontoon 
boat, I met Terry Doss, the co-director of the 
Meadowlands Research & Restoration Institute 
(MRRI). (MRRI is the scientific branch of 
the NJSEA.) She told me about a competitive 
Environmental Protection Agency grant for which 
she and her colleagues had recently applied. The 
goal would be the restoration of Saw Mill Creek, 
one of the Hackensack’s tributaries. I learned 

A large stand of common reed (Phragmites australis) billowing in the breeze at a riverfront 
park in Secaucus, New Jersey.
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that the channelization of the lower Hackensack 
and its tributaries was, of course, a human 
artifice—one that had caused the estuary to look 
more like a lake than a traditional tidal wetland. 
To increase the capacity of these wetlands to 
sequester carbon in its plant communities and its 
soil, restoration in the form of increased native 
vegetation in this area would be a vital approach 
moving forward (Fallon and Ford 2019).

When she spoke, I considered the expanse of wa-
ter all around me—the view of the Meadowlands 
that I’d become accustomed to. I tried to picture, 
instead of the shimmering blue of the water 
reflecting the sky or the industrial gray of bridges, 
railroads, and high-rises surrounding us, dense 
enclosures of green and brown. Not all at once or 
even everywhere, but over time.

But how does a reality like that come into being? 
I’ve been paying so much attention to the way 
that writing memorializes and captures in time, 
but I’m finding my attention more balanced now 
by a dual consideration: thinking about the kind 
of writing that actualizes, looks forward, and 
initiates into being.

As I move forward with my own research in the 
fields of writing and technical communication, I 
continue to ponder some of the bigger questions 
that I’ve raised in this article. How do we docu-
ment places without fixing them in time? How do 
we allow our collective understanding of those 
places to change and adapt over time, since places 
themselves are always in flux? As we continue 
to reclaim and develop methods for storytelling 
that lend themselves more to such a perspective, 
with more attention to both polyvocality and 
multimodality, I am curious to see how the 
story of the Meadowlands continues. Efforts 
to protect this region, like those announced by 
the NJDEP this summer, will always rely on 
a layered understanding not just of what this 
place was, or has been, but very much could be. 
“So much depends,” indeed, on the ability of the 
Meadowlands and other urban wetlands like it 
to protect and improve water quality, provide 
vital and productive habitat, store carbon, and 
protect against floods and shoreline erosion (US 
EPA 2015). In turn, then, “so much depends” 
on the work of ordinary, mundane texts in this 
regard—site descriptions, inventories, logs in 
memory cards, grant applications. It is grueling 
and exacting, but urgent, and integrally connect-
ed with the fate of places themselves.
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