


H istory is all around us—especially in a state like New Jersey. Often
the key is not in looking—it’s looking in the right place.

And Perth Amboy’s Mayor, Wilda Diaz, did.
A self-described “history fanatic,” she was touring the library

basement during its current remodeling when she walked into the boiler
room. It was there that she made a discovery which led to the discovery.

“When we walked in, it was right there,” says Mayor Diaz as she
points to a wall right behind the hot water heater.

What she’d found turned out to be nearly two dozen bas reliefs.
“I had no idea of their history,” says Diaz.
She, by no means, was alone. In fact, no one at the library knew

anything about them, much less why they’d been sitting in the damp
basement for who-knows-how-many-years. It was the mystery of the
find, though, which sparked the quest to discover their origin.
Ultimately, the key came from a Home News article from 1975. There, in
a December Sunday edition of the paper, was a story about a Metuchen
ceramist who had painstakingly tried to preserve the bas reliefs
following a fire at the library. The history of the art was right there in
black and white. They were made of plaster by an artist in the 1930s as
a part of the WPA. That was President Franklin Roosevelt’s “Works
Progress Administration.” It was government funded artwork in the
wake of the Great Depression to not only get money to struggling
Americans, but beautify the country. Depicting a number of timeless
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childhood stories like “Heidi” and “Little Red Riding Hood,” the art work
had fittingly once adorned the walls of the library’s children’s wing. The
fire in December of 1974 fortunately did not claim them. Rather, the bas
reliefs were saved. At the time, though, with space precious at the
library, they were put in the basement boiler room for safe keeping. And
then, for whatever reason, there were forgotten for nearly 40 years.

“Just to know they were laid against the wall was disheartening,”
says the mayor. “These are masterpieces everyone in Perth Amboy
should get to see.”

And people in town will. The bas reliefs are all currently at the Perth
Amboy main firehouse awaiting restoration or, at the very least, a good
cleaning. When the library construction is finished this fall, the art will
once again be put on display.

But the bas reliefs are really just the jumping off point. It’s what
happened next which will ultimately likely have the greatest
significance. You see, after finding the art, the mayor asked the librarian
the central question of this story.
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“Is there any other room I need to see?”
She was pointed down the basement hall.
The Perth Amboy library is one of the older buildings in one of the

oldest towns in America. Settled in 1683, Perth Amboy was the one-time
capital of East Jersey, a distinction it held for a long-winded 90 years
before even statehood rolled around. A library, by its very nature, is a
social hub for a community and often a repository for items unwanted
and milestones marked. It is a collection point of information and
historical items. And in this town nestled along the Raritan Bay, thanks
to three-plus centuries of history, much has been collected.

The room the mayor walked into that day a few months ago is best
described as “Perth Amboy’s attic.” Everything which has been donated,
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everything the city ever documented, everything that happened in this
town, going back to the days Ben Franklin’s illegitimate son, William,
was the last colonial Governor of New Jersey, everything . . . it all could
be in this room.

The word is “could” for a reason. To be honest, no one knows the
treasures this room holds.

The aisles and shelves are densely cluttered. If ever there was to be
a cable television show called “History Hoarders,” this room would be
featured in the pilot episode. The room is fairly large, but the bulky
bookcases and piles of materials give it a tight feel as you try to navigate
narrow aisles, always stepping over or around something that someone
in years gone by deemed worthy of keeping. It’s a room of stacked
chaos. There is no logic behind why something “legislative” from the
1800s might be sitting next to library cards from the 1940s, but it’s the
dynamic of this room. Paint peels from the ceiling. There is dust
everywhere. It is a room that time forgot. It is Mayor Diaz who is now
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helping it remember.
“We’re on a mission,” she says while carefully stepping around an

old wooden ladder to inspect a shelf. “I’m thankful to all the previous
librarians. Throughout the years, they continued to stack and store.
They saved city history. And it’s all here.”

Indeed. There are tracings of a map from the 1700s of the town’s
onetime street grid. Nearby on a random shelf, there are photos from the
1930s of a waterfront memorial dedication. Along one wall, there is a
floor to ceiling bookcase of newspapers dating to the 1870s. The paper
is yellowed and brittle. You would love to read the headlines, but are too
afraid to undo the string which holds the “year” of papers together. And
being a library, naturally there are books. Most are well over 100 years
old. Did you know a Perth Amboy native once won an Emmy? Ruth
White was an actress in the 1960s. She was once on a TV show called
“Little Moon of Alban.” Her supporting actress Emmy is in this room.

Mayor Diaz looks at the clutter (the mess, really) that is this room
and smiles with pride. “I think what’s so great is that in the basement of
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the library is the history of the city.”
As you look around, though, you have to wonder what other history

is here. These shelves have not only held Perth Amboy history, but
there’s material here from around the world. Some of the donated items
include stereoviews, a collection of mid-1800s 3D photographs of places
around the world and the viewer used to see them. There are (at least)
100-year-old editions of Shakespeare, sheet music from composer
Stephen Foster, original illustrations for a Robert Louis Stevenson book,
a lantern slide (with the slides) from the early 1900s, newsreel footage
(content unknown), albums from Paul Whiteman’s orchestra . . . and on
and on. The amazing aspect of this room is that every shelf has the
potential to have something deemed “historically significant.” And it’s
all thrown together with a randomness which truly makes tackling
every single pile rife with a true sense of discovery.

“It’s overwhelming, astounding,” says Garden State Legacy historian
Gordon Bond upon inspecting the room. “I don’t know of a lot of other
discoveries that are like this. You can find anything in here. This is
incredible.”

In the end, it will take months to sort out.
“You need someone who is versed in history to know the value of

this,” explains Bond. “That’s why we’re here. To figure out what we’ve
got, find the correct people to assess what it is and what needs to be
done with it.”

History experts will soon be culling the room to separate trash from
treasure. The mantra of Perth Amboy’s librarians through the years
seems to have been, “Save everything.” Not everything is worth saving,
though. Bond’s best guess as to what’s wheat and what’s chaff? “Thirty
percent,” he says while opening up yet another folder, carefully
examining another decades-old document.

The Mayor is insisting on preservation.
“I want to make sure we know what we have and have an

opportunity to display it. To know that it is preserved, future
generations will be able to treasure our history.”

Wilda Diaz says it was fate that she discovered this room. Her love
of history, the remodeling of the library, her time in office . . . all of it a
confluence of time and place. Her legacy as Perth Amboy’s first female
mayor was already secure. Now, she is helping propel 300 years of city
history (and who knows what else) into the next 300 years. All because
she opened a creaky door to the boiler room. She then grabs a lantern
slide of the Great Pyramids in Egypt.

“It was meant to be.”

Kurt Siegelin is a morning anchor
with News 12 New Jersey and is on
Garden State Legacy’s Board of
Advisers. Check out GSL’s YouTube
channel for his broadcast about the
Perth Amboy Library treasures!

GSL’s 
HISTORY HOTLINE!

GSL is working to connect the Perth
Amboy Public Library with the
people and resources they need to
assess and preserve these finds. If
you have an area of expertise that
would be appropriate, please contact
us at info@gardenstatelegacy.com

This is just one of several
preservation related projects that
GSL is assisting! Look for more
articles and announcements in the
coming months!
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