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Yes, We’re in Newark 
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This house facing Branch Brook Park gives an idea of the roominess and character in Forest Hill. 
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ON a sultry August afternoon in the Forest Hill district of Newark, Julie Hodge trimmed the lower branches of a pine tree growing across the property line of her brick colonial house, hoping to convince her neighbors that the whole tree didn’t need to come down. Nearby, there were residents painting shutters, replacing porch floor boards and planning for an evening at the open-air jazz concert in Branch Brook Park, just down the hill.
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An oasis in the North Ward of the city, Forest Hill is a 20-minute drive, and a world apart, from the South Ward section of Ivy Hill, the site early this month of three killings that horrified Newark and the region as a whole. This neighborhood of leafy yards, enormous historic homes and mixed incomes, ethnicities and backgrounds has for years belied the city’s negative headlines.
“It’s a gem on a hill,” said Rose Gordon, a designer who moved to Forest Hill from Manhattan with her husband, Ray, eight years ago. “Coming from New York, where you barely knew your next-door neighbor after 20 years, the sense of community here is incredible.”

But like others, Mrs. Gordon, vice president of the Forest Hill Community Association, acknowledges the discomfort that living here can create. 

“That’s a big quality of what this neighborhood is, that you don’t feel like you’re part of Newark,” she said. “And then something like this happens and it reminds you that you are.” 
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Many of Forest Hill’s stately homes have remained largely unmarred by the effects of the later 20th century; even riots that gripped Newark in the 1960s had little effect. The tiled fireplaces, parquet floors, spiral staircases and stained-glass windows are still wonders to behold.

One mansion, built by the Clarks, a prosperous family of thread manufacturers, now serves as headquarters for the North Ward Center, but many others remain in the hands of single families. One new arrival is Robert A. Altenkirch, the president of the New Jersey Institute of Technology, who moved here last year with his wife, Beth. 

Elizabeth Del Tufo is one who helped introduce the Altenkirchs to the neighborhood. Formerly the chairwoman of Newark’s Landmarks and Historic Preservation Commission, Ms. Del Tufo also played a big role in getting Forest Hill listed on both the State and National Register of Historic Places in the early 1990s. Today, among other things, she conducts bus tours of Newark and is delighted by most tourists’ reaction to her neighborhood.

“I don’t think people differentiate that Newark has neighborhoods,” said Mrs. Del Tufo, who has lived here for 47 years. “Whenever the bus enters Forest Hill, people always say the same thing: ‘Are we still in Newark?’ ”

What You’ll Find
The Historic District of Forest Hill is a short commute to Manhattan; within its square mile there are 1,200 homes, many of them unusually large. Three-story colonials or Victorians with seven or eight bedrooms are common, especially on the east-west boulevards that bisect the park, like Delavan Avenue and Ballantine Parkway. 

Surprisingly perhaps, these homes are often occupied not by large young families but by one or two adults. There is one powerful factor agitating against all the affordable spaciousness: a dearth of good public schools. The recent addition of the Robert Treat Academy, a kindergarten-through-
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Grade-8 charter school, is making a difference, but the neighborhood still has relatively few children.

“The only thing that really prevents this area from going out of control is that we don’t have a good public high school,” said P. J. Calello, a local broker. “But for older professionals, families with no kids, and the gay community, Forest Hill has become so attractive.”

When the Altenkirchs were looking to move to Newark so Mr. Altenkirch could be closer to the Institute of Technology, they were seeking “move-in quality,” Mrs. Altenkirch said.

What they got last August for $840,000 was a 1917 brick colonial with eight bedrooms, six bathrooms and seven fireplaces. The house, on Ballantine Parkway, quickly became the site of several faculty functions as well as neighborhood parties.

“It’s a remarkably friendly neighborhood,” Mrs. Altenkirch said, describing it as active and extremely diverse. According to Mrs. Del Tufo, Latino newcomers are numerous, but the neighborhood is also home to the most sizable white population in the city. 

Yet for all its large homes, it also has many smaller two-story and split-level houses, built in the 1940s and 50s for the large Italian population that moved to the area at the time.

Several apartment buildings and condominiums sit on the southern end of Mount Prospect Avenue, as well as on Grafton Avenue near the park. The most opulent apartments are in Mount Prospect Manor, often described as the first co-op in New Jersey, though it has since become a condo. Some of its units have Manhattan views. 

What You’ll Pay
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Compared with real estate elsewhere in Essex County, single-family homes here are highly affordable, especially for their size and the quality of their workmanship. Most of the larger historic homes are listed in the $500,000s. A seven-bedroom, three-and-a-half-bath Mediterranean-style house on Parker Street is listed at $529,000; a seven-bedroom, four-and-a-half-bath colonial on Clifton Avenue is listed at $599,999.
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The smaller homes run from the upper $300,000s to the upper $400,000s. A three-bedroom, two-bath split level on Highland Avenue is listed at $489,900.  And because public-school-related expenses are largely borne by the state, property taxes in Forest Hill are as attractive as home prices. 

“You could pay $30,000 to $40,000 in taxes for a similar house in Montclair or Glen Ridge that in Forest Hill you would pay $10,000 or $11,000,” said Katalin Dankovits Gomez, an agent with Century 21 in Belleville. 

At any given time, 20 to 30 houses may be on the market in Forest Hill, according to Ms. Dankovits Gomez, who has lived here for 30 years.
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One house newly for sale is a mansion built in 1870 for Louis Comfort Tiffany. It has eight bedrooms, four and a half baths, a solarium and its original mansard roof; the asking price is $769,000.

Bargains sometimes need work. When Victor Bevine bought his Tudor colonial on Highland Street for $424,000 almost three years ago, it was “nearly uninhabitable” — with broken windows, thousands of moldy books and a leaking roof.

“They decorated it in 1937, and nobody did anything since then,” said Mr. Bevine, a screenwriter and actor. “In one way that was scary; in another it was exciting. Everything was here, the moldings, the sconces. So I was able to do a real restoration job on it.”

Mr. Bevine plans to move back to New York City and has listed his six-bedroom house — now with a modern kitchen, new copper plumbing and third-floor in-law suite — at $639,000.

Eight years ago, when Rose and Ray Gordon bought their 3,600-square-foot house on Ridge Avenue for $260,000, they got a pristine Arts and Crafts home, full of built-ins, pocket doors and elaborate woodwork. They have since redone the kitchen. 

What to Do
Running the length of Forest Hill’s western border, Branch Brook Park, designed by Frederick Law Olmsted, is the site of many neighborhood activities, from the spring cherry blossom festival to the Saturday farmers’ market and weekly concerts and open-air movies in the summer. 

There is an active neighborhood association as well as a historic preservation group, which keeps an eye out for anyone trying to add chain-link fences or what it considers unsightly additions. And because the neighborhood has a historic designation, those seeking to alter the fronts of their house must get permission from Newark’s Landmarks Commission. 
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The Schools
Admission to the highly regarded Robert Treat Academy on Clifton Avenue, which has about 450 students, is by lottery. Those who don’t get in there go to Ridge Street Elementary School, which is currently undergoing an expansion. Barringer High School, the local public high school, has an enrollment of 1,950. Average SAT scores last year here were 350 in math and 336 in verbal, versus 516 and 494 statewide. Other options include two magnet schools: the Science Park and Arts high schools.

There are also private high schools like St. Benedict’s Preparatory School, an all-male school in downtown Newark, or the Montclair Kimberly Academy in Montclair or Newark Academy in Livingston, serving students from kindergarten all the way through Grade 12. 

The Commute
A light rail line, with a station in Branch Brook Park, takes commuters to downtown Newark in about 12 minutes. From there, a New Jersey Transit train into Pennsylvania Station in New York adds another 15 minutes. Buses running along Mount Prospect Avenue provide regular service to Port Authority in New York. Driving to New York City from the neighborhood, via Route 280 and the New Jersey Turnpike, takes 20 to 25 minutes, barring traffic problems.

The History
Development here began in the 1870s, about half a century after Newark’s incorporation (although Newark was actually founded in the 1600s). Forest Hill offered one of the first suburban-style refuges in the middle of an urban environment. With the introduction of the electric trolley, the city’s business and industrial leaders — from the beer-brewing Ballantines to the thread-manufacturing Clarks — began building baronial estates. 
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