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Track #1  

 

 

   EL: This is Eileen Lynch, and I am speaking 

with Spencer Gelband, at his home at 260 Seventh Street.  

   So Spencer, let me start by asking you what, 

since you've had some experience with flooding already, 

before Sandy -- when you heard about Sandy, what did you 

think? It's just going to be another storm? Or what were 

some of the precautions that you took? 

 

   SG: Well, I took it really seriously, and I 

thought of the tropical forecasts, or the weather forecasts 

-- that kind of thing -- and I was very suspicious of 

Sandy; it just looked like it was not going to be very good 

for us. I kind of always was interested, and also afraid, 

kind of, of hurricanes. I grew up in Rhode Island, and one 
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of the big events in my life was in Providence -- the 

flooding there, in 1954, from Hurricane Carol. That flooded 

downtown Providence, and we lost power for days. I remember 

going on an expedition with my father in his Oldsmobile to 

find some ice -- which we found somewhere. Later, that same 

month, we got hit by another hurricane, but there wasn't 

the flooding. It wasn't as bad a hurricane -- Edna -- which 

everyone thought was kind of interesting, because that was 

my mother's name. Then, probably three years later, my 

father worked in a downtown Providence department store, 

and he got me -- how old was I? About ten years old -- to 

come down, and got people to come down, who were moving all 

the merchandise from the first floor upstairs.  

   So that's pretty much what was one of the 

preparations here -- moving everything from the ground 

floor upstairs, before Sandy. That was certainly one of the 

preparations, but keeping an eye on that. So about two or 

three days before the hurricane hit, I said, "Okay. This is 

not going to be good," and I said, "Okay, we're probably 

going to get maybe six feet of water down here." I was 

looking at, okay, if we get so much of a tidal surge, 

where's the water going to be on the street? Oh, it's going 

to be here. Okay. Everything below my chest has to be moved 

upstairs, if we can. 
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   So chairs; movable furniture on the ground 

floor; whatever books or art that was below a certain 

level; whatever could be taken upstairs, we took upstairs 

two days ahead of time. We had two flooding incidents 

before this. In '96 there was a "Nor'easter, in October of 

'96, and we were badly hit. We hadn't finished renovating 

that floor then. 

 

   EL: This was just like a basement at that 

time? 

 

   SG: Yes. This was a basement. We restored it 

to the original floor levels, of 1856 or so, when the house 

was built. I know the street had been raised since then. 

It's kind of obvious, if you look at the side of our stoop, 

going upstairs -- it kind of extends below the front 

sidewalk by about a foot or two. 

 

   EL: Exactly. 

 

   SG: So, okay, we brought things upstairs. 

That was one of the preparations. We had to decide whether 

to evacuate. The year before, during Irene, I evacuated, 

and took two of the cats out to Danville with me, to a 
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friend's house, and left one of the cats in the city, with 

friends there. I drove out to Danville. 

 

   EL: And what kind of damage did you sustain 

from Irene? 

 

   SG: From Irene, I wasn't able to see it 

myself because I was stuck out in Danville, but my 

housemate, Pierre, was here. He was like the greatest 

housemate ever. He stuck it out here. We had a couple of 

little emergency pumps, and those were set up. We set those 

up. But he cleared it up. I guess it hit on a Saturday 

night or Sunday morning. 

 

   EL: Something like that, yes.  

 

   SG: I couldn't get back here until Monday, 

when they reopened the streets, and I came back with a 

dehumidifier and that kind of thing, because I knew we 

would need that. I was able to call in to him on the 

cellphone and all that, but we hadn't lost power in Hoboken 

with that. So our sump pumps, as soon as the water was 

reasonable [unclear] only got about a foot of water. We had 

to replace the baseboards down here, to clean up down here. 



Gelband - 5 

 

We got about a foot of water. Ironically, where I was in 

Danville -- that got hit much worse. There were some severe 

detours around. I had to detour to the next town, to get 

onto Route #80, to come back to Hoboken. So that was pretty 

much a trip, to come back here. I would commute back and 

forth for a few days. We've cleaned it up pretty much. We 

redid the baseboards and that kind of thing, and did some 

"mold" remediation. We had to replace the water heater and 

the furnace, the gas boiler. Those were covered by 

insurance.  

   So by, oh, the end of October everything was 

completed here and repainted. So I had my usual 

Thanksgiving dinner here for people, which was very nice. 

 

   EL: So you left for Irene, but you stayed 

during Sandy. 

 

   SG: Yes. Pierre was kind of skeptical. He 

thought that Irene was a bad experience, and I said, "No, 

it could be much worse. Looking at the weather forecast, 

when it was going to hit -- looking at the tide charts, 

that kind of thing -- it's going to be worse of a problem, 

I think." I moved my car up to the garage that just got 

torn down, at Park Avenue and Fifteenth Street. I think 
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there were one or two spaces left by the time I moved it. I 

guess that was on Monday, early in the day. I was on the 

top floor. I was more concerned, when I got the car there, 

that debris would damage the car there -- 

 

   EL: Interesting. 

 

   SG: -- but it was fine there. I left it 

there for several days. People were closing the garage at 

the end of that month. Then I came back here and prepped 

things; got some food upstairs; moved everything upstairs -

- water, sandwiches. The cat's food got moved from the 

ground floor upstairs, plenty of cat food. They got a 

feeding station upstairs, so they were okay with that -- a 

little confused, but they had gone through this before. 

That kind of thing. Maude, the cat, is particularly 

concerned about water. I think she was rescued during a 

flash flood. 

 

   EL: Oh, really? 

 

   SG: Yes. My deceased partner, Kevin Gerard, 

had found her out at the [Unclear] Humane Society, and she 

was adopted there. He had brought a friend's cat there, 
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when the friend's cat died. Maude was out there. Somebody 

had left Maude out there, and Maude was in a storm drain, 

and pulled out of a storm drain, in front of [unclear]. So 

Maude came to live with us, and she has this concern about 

water. 

 

   EL: So you know that Sandy's going to be 

bad. You sound like you took good preparations [cross talk] 

upstairs. 

 

   SG: I had sandbags. There's this little gap 

where the stairway comes down, just a little [unclear] by 

the sidewalk, in front of the house, which [unclear] about 

six inches from under the iron work gate, after '96, and 

filled the gap with sandbags.  

   So we thought, okay, we're okay. The sump 

pumps we're working. Things were okay. 

 

   EL: So now it's Monday. 

 

   SG: It's Monday. 

 

   EL: I know I went down to the river on 

Monday morning, and you knew the storm was coming up from 
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the south. But the wind was whipping from the north, and 

you saw all the trees -- and I just thought, "I feel like 

I'm in a bad science fiction movie here." And the waves -- 

I have to tell you, the waves down by the river -- they 

were crashing into [unclear]. They were like four feet 

high. I'd never seen the river look like that, and it was 

about 10:00 on Monday morning. I was like, "Oooh. This is 

really bad." 

 

   SG: That was around the time I moved the 

car. I drove by the river, and I was concerned about it. 

But I kind of felt okay with the wind from the north then, 

because the circulation of our low pressure center would 

have meant that it would have been to the east. If the 

hurricane passed to the east, I felt a lot better. The 

storm surge would have been less. But that's not what 

happened with Sandy. It took a hook west, and crashed into 

the Jersey shore. So we had the wind from the east, pushing 

the water into the harbor, into Hoboken there. 

 

   EL: You're not on a street that normally 

floods -- is it? 
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   SG: It's a little odd. We're a little low 

here, so we do have some flooding. Not as bad as west, or 

up near where they built the Shop Rite. But we do get it. 

The drainage in the Willow Avenue sewer is not really good. 

I understand that they're going to be rebuilding the catch 

basis at this corner, at some point in the future. It may 

have something to do with that. Kevin Gerard had lived next 

door. We moved in here in '95. He lived next door for 

thirteen years, and there was never a flooding issue then. 

They never had it then. Ninety-six was the first time in 

his, I guess, fourteen, fifteen or more years of living in 

Hoboken, that that had happened. 

 

   EL: So were the lights out when the flooding 

started? 

 

   SG: No. No. Everything looked okay. It was 

starting at like 8:00 at night. A lot of the neighbors had 

done preparations for it -- some sandbagging, that kind of 

thing. The pumps were working around. If I recall -- I 

might be a little off on the clock time on this -- but at 

around 8:00, I was standing out front, waiting, watching 

things. The neighbors were out on the different steps. Two 

doors down, Steve and his wife had just moved in, in 
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October, a few weeks earlier. They had purchased the house 

and moved in. She was expecting a child. So Steve was out 

there, our next door neighbors were out there, kind of 

watching. And between like 8:00 and 9:00 we started getting 

water in the street. 

 

   EL: That's when you first noticed it, in the 

street. 

 

   SG: In the street. There wasn't a whole lot 

of rain. 

 

   EL: Now had you seen that before? 

 

   SG: I had seen it before. There were some 

flash floodings that the sewer couldn't handle, and 

sometimes it would get up to the curb, or maybe a little 

over the curb -- which is why we built the berm [phonetic] 

there, and some other neighbors did, too.  

   So, okay. Up to around 9:00 things kind of 

looked okay. [Unclear] 

 

   EL: You mentioned it wasn't raining a lot. 
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   SG: It wasn't raining. I was kind of 

hopeful. I'm thinking to myself, "As long as the surge 

doesn't create a problem for us, then it will be okay. 

There's not a lot of rainfall, so maybe we'll be okay." But 

I know if the river gets to a certain point, there are 

flood gates, and the water can't really be pumped out 

anymore. There's nowhere to pump out the water -- which is 

the same situation if there's nowhere to pump out the sub-

pump water into, if we ever got it inside, if it got to a 

certain level. 

   So a little after 9:00 at night, the water 

really started rising in the street, and started hitting 

the car tires. That kind of thing. By about 9:15, it had 

built up, it had reached the top of the berm sandbags, and 

was kind of resting there for a while. And I'm thinking to 

myself, "Oh, high tide just passed. It's 9:15." High tide 

was somewhere between 8:00 and 9:00 at Castle Point, I had 

looked up. Maybe it was an optical illusion, or just 

fantasy, or hope, and I said, "Oh, it looks like it's 

receding a little bit. That's good. But then it suddenly 

reversed itself and started rising, and was rising 

steadily. It passed the top of the berm and the sandbags, 

and it became like Niagara Falls over that, into our house, 

into the ground floor of all the houses along the street 
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there, at least into the next block, between Park and 

Garden, all the houses, way into there. I don't know how 

far up it went. Maybe nearly as far as Bloomfield, but I 

don't know if the block between Bloomfield and Garden got 

too much there. Their houses are built a little differently 

in that block. 

   The liquor store at the corner of Park and 

Garden, Park and Seventh, their stock and things in the 

basement got totally flooded. Houses on Park got severely 

hit. 

 

Track #2 

 

 

   EL: Let's go back to your noticing that 

there is a little water in the street, and it comes right 

up. Then you think it looks like it's going to recede. 

 

   SG: Yes. I thought it was going to recede a 

little bit. I don't know whether it was an optical illusion 

or false hope -- 

 

   EL: -- or denial. 

 

   SG: -- or a mind trick, or denial. Sure. But 

definitely, by then, it was covering the axles and the car 
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wheels, and started steadily riding, over the berms into 

the -- I know in England they call it the areas of the 

houses [unclear] -- water falls into those, and then 

inside.  

 

   EL: And you were all upstairs. 

 

   SG: We were out on the front stoop, watching 

this happen. We could see the [unclear] of water, just 

smashed open the front door. The force of the water in back 

of the house (because the rear yard, of course, flooded, 

too) -- 

 

   EL: I didn't think of that. 

 

   SG: -- that split the door. It just split 

the door. The part of the door remained on its hinges, and 

it split off the rest of the door. It was that forceful, 

when it came in. 

 

   EL: So it happened all at once. 

 

   SG: Pretty much. Basically, all at once. 

Once it reached a certain level. It's amazingly forceful. 
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   EL: So you couldn't tell if the drains were 

backing up. 

 

   SG: I knew the drains were backing up, 

because after '96 the inside, here -- we installed a catch 

-- catch valves I think they're called, and there are other 

shut-off valves for this thing. The kitchen is downstairs 

here, on the ground floor, and we have like a two-inch 

[unclear] valve that you can manually shut off. I did that 

-- I would do that if there was a flood forecast or that 

sort of thing. We're at a pretty low level here, and that 

prevents a backup. It's very effective for that. So I knew 

it wasn't going to back up that way. It could back up to 

the sub-pumps, that kind of thing -- which I'm sure it did. 

   Shortly after that -- I stayed a bit hopeful 

until we lost -- I'm not sure exactly when we lost the 

power. The power went down around the same time -- 

 

   EL: -- as the water started coming in. 

 

   SG: -- as the water started coming in. 

 

   EL: That makes sense. 
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   SG: Then I thought, "Okay. There's a real 

problem." If we didn't have power, we couldn't do anything, 

because the sub-pumps were ineffective. Even if they 

worked, if there was two feet of water in the street, it 

had nowhere to go. Obviously, the sewers were filled. 

   So there wasn't too much I could do. I got 

really worried. We moved furniture up to the first floor 

from the ground floor, and the water started coming up, and 

it was on the second step below the first floor. I was 

getting worried, "If this hits the first floor, all this 

equipment and all the things I moved up there would be 

destroyed, too." Fortunately, it stopped below that. Then, 

okay, you just have to kind of rationally deal with this, 

and let's see what's going to happen. 

 

   EL: So you had water, it looks like, well 

over six feet. 

 

   SG: Oh, easily over six feet. Yes. Down 

here. Yes. It came close to the ceiling of the ground 

floor. 

 

   EL: How long did the water stay here? 
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   SG: Well, because we didn't have power, we 

had to use a generator for the pumps. We did a couple of 

the small pumps. We had them ready to use, but we had to 

power them. It was tough finding -- we had to get a 

generator, and a neighbor was able to get one of those. An 

issue was finding the gas to power it with. That was really 

difficult. So we could pump out some of it. From Monday 

until at least Wednesday there was still water in the 

street, at least Wednesday. Because some friends came over, 

and insisted that I come and stay with them -- because they 

were dry. Pierre didn't want to go. He stayed here. I took 

Maude, and left the other cats here. They would be fine, 

but Maude was more panicky. I took her up to where I was 

staying, and stayed for [unclear]. 

 

   EL: Was it in Hoboken? 

 

   SG: Yes, in Hoboken. 

 

   EL: Did they have power? 

 

   SG: They didn't have power where I was 

staying, but it turned out around Eleventh Street, about a 



Gelband - 17 

 

half block either side of Eleventh Street, around 

Bloomfield Garden, that area, for some reason they didn't 

lose power. Somehow, they were on some line [cross talk] 

different grid. On Wednesday, they came down, they got the 

Wellington boots that we had lent a neighbor around the 

corner. They picked them up for me. They were kind of 

cracked, so we duct-taped them, and I walked up to their 

place. 

 

   EL: So you actually sloshed through water. 

 

   SG: I sloshed through water to get there. 

There was this guy who was trying to walk -- he was 

carrying his big dog -- on the sidewalk here, on Seventh 

Street, to get up -- so he could walk his big dog somewhere 

without doing [unclear]. He was sloshing through the water, 

carrying the dog. By Wednesday noon it was still up to and 

over the "berm," and the cars that were on the street, that 

didn't get moved -- some of them had kind of floated out of 

position, over the curb. That was kind of disturbing. I was 

real glad I moved my car. 

 

   EL: It's funny -- because when I saw the 

cars, all cockeyed, I thought, "Wow, man, people ditched 
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their cars in a hurry and ran." I didn't realize that the 

water had picked them up and moved them. 

 

   SG: Yes. Yes. 

 

   EL: I kept thinking, "Why are all these cars 

parked so funny." 

 

   SG: Oh, yes. The cars, some of them -- the 

alarms went off, and the alarms just kept going off until 

that stopped. There was one SUV that was parked in front of 

the house next door that stayed there for a good month, 

later, until it got moved. But lots of people I know lost 

their cars, because they hadn't moved them. 

 

   EL: Yes. So it was Wednesday. There was 

still water in the street. 

 

   SG: There was still water in the street. By 

then I think my next-door neighbor, who came back to next 

door -- they had a generator, but getting gasoline for it 

was difficult.  

 



Gelband - 19 

 

   EL: And do you know where he wound up 

getting gasoline? 

 

   SG: I don't know where he got it. I had a 

friend, my friend whom I was staying with, who lived uptown 

-- she got a couple of gallons. She went up to Weehawken or 

someplace and got it. She was in a long line there, and got 

it for us. But we started using the generator. It wasn't 

until at least Saturday that the water was cleared out of 

my house. 

 

   EL: Almost a week. 

 

   SG: It was really slow. 

 

   EL: That's five days. 

 

   SG: Yes, five days. So there was a lot of 

damage caused by the sitting water, that didn't have -- if 

it had just come and gone -- like with Irene we had a foot 

or foot and a half here. We had had "wonder board" walls 

down on the ground floor and that didn't get -- they didn't 

get hat -- just the baseboards got damaged. But this soaked 

into the "wonder board," and into the insulation behind it, 
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so everything had to be removed, taken out. That kind of 

thing. When we had Irene, we had a remediation service and 

[unclear] one of the first things I did was try to get a 

remediation service to muck out, clean it up. The T-Mobile 

place removed the debris. That kind of thing. That was kind 

of difficult. 

 

   EL: Because they were busy. 

 

   SG: They were real busy. And also, okay, 

when the panel went down, most of the phones stopped 

working. So if a cellphone stopped working, certainly AT&T 

stopped working -- Verizon, you could text-message and 

occasionally call. But up around Eleventh Street, or 

Garden, where my friend Vicky's apartment was, she 

maintained power. She had Verizon FIOS. Verizon FIOS did 

not go down. We could watch the reports on the television 

there, [unclear]. We could use her computer. 

 

   EL: I hadn't heard about Verizon. 

 

   SG: Cable went down, but Verizon FIOS did 

not go down. Landlines, however, went out. Copper landlines 

went out all over town. Where I was staying had no power, 
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and had no landline phone. Also, I couldn't use my 

cellphone because it was on the network that didn't have 

the coverage [unclear]. There was one spot -- there were 

odd spots around. I could stand in front of a certain 

[unclear] on Garden Street, in the 1000 block, stand in a 

certain direction, and be able to text in and out of there, 

occasionally. Or, a few other places. Possibly, it was 

getting self-service from the Heights, or from New York 

City, but other places I couldn't get service. 

 

   EL: And you were trying to call. 

 

   SG: I was trying to call the insurance, 

remediation, anything like that. 

 

   EL: So how long were you out of the house? 

 

   SG: It's hard to remember now. 

 

   EL: I know it all seems like a blur. 

 

   SG: It was at least two weeks. That Saturday 

was tough. We were told there was a charity dispensing 

gasoline down in the area of the PATH station. 
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   EL: On Observer. 

 

   SG: On Observer, yes, and I got down there 

with a small gas can. There was a very long line there. I 

waited from about 1:00 to about 4:00 for my couple of 

gallons of gasoline. There were about ten people from the 

Source. 

 

   EL: That was a cold day, wasn't it? One of 

those days was really cold. 

 

   SG: A few of the days were called. That day 

I don't recall it being really cold, but we were standing 

there in the line, waiting to fill up. People brought all 

sorts of containers there, and that was a problem. By the 

time I got to ten people from the front of the line, the 

fire marshal came and was going to shut this down. People 

were getting pretty upset that that was going to happen. I 

thought, "Wait a minute, there may be a riot here," if he 

did that. Apparently, some woman had splashed gasoline 

inside her house, on Bloomfield, downtown, and caused the 

block to be shut down. That was a real problem. I guess 

there were a lot of stupid actions, the day after the 
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storm. People hadn't thought their position through, 

entirely. 

   But I did get the two gallons, I came up 

here, and we finished pumping it outside [unclear]. It was 

just such a real mess here. It was an incredible mess. 

 

   EL: You couldn't really stay in the house. 

 

   SG: Well, Pierre did. I stayed up at my 

friend's, up on Garden Street there, with Maude. I think I 

came back and forth, and we did what we could. During the 

following week, I made arrangements with the remediation 

company. There was one here that was less bureaucratic than 

one of the national brands. 

 

   EL: Service Pro? 

 

   SG: Servpro I had used before, but they are 

so bureaucratic -- "We'll get to you. We'll get to you." 

They were doing paperwork around the corner. I said, "Well, 

you'll have four if you can come around the corner and do 

it." Well, they didn't. They ended up calling like a week 

later. I used a different company, out of Hackensack, and 

they mucked this out. They removed things, they bagged 
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things up [unclear]. That required taking down the walls, 

down to the bare studs. That hadn't been done. So it was 

totally rebuilding the ground floor again. Nothing except 

the granite counter top pretty much remained that was 

useful in there. The kitchen is down here. The kitchen 

cabinets had gone. 

 

   EL: I see stairs going up to the second 

floor. So was the water on the stairs there? 

 

   SG: Going to the second floor. 

 

   EL: No, going up to the third floor. I'm 

sorry. 

 

   SG: Oh, yes. They were covered with water. 

The carpeting had to be removed. 

 

   EL: So you couldn't even come down. I mean, 

not at first. Unless you wanted to swim. 

 

   SG: No. No. The water was up close to the 

first floor then. Everything down here was submerged for 

several days. The remediation process, they handled that. 
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Well, the streets of Hoboken -- I guess it was the day 

before Christmas, about two years before this, we had this 

huge snowstorm, and the sidewalks were like tunnels pretty 

much. We were digging ourselves out of that. This was like 

a snowstorm of trash in the streets for a couple of weeks, 

because there was no place to put the trash. Everybody 

around tearing out the walls of their houses, getting rid 

of their electronic equipment, furniture -- anything like 

that. 

 

   EL: It could have been a war or something. 

 

   SG: That was an enormous project, just 

getting rid of the debris from that. And as soon as they 

could clear a street, there was more debris to put out 

there. So they had to go through this cycle several times, 

to be able to do this.  

   Well, then a contractor was needed -- what 

would be done -- I did find a contractor, a good local 

contractor. He had done an excellent job on two of the 

houses which got renovations on this street. He was from 

Hoboken. His own facility down at Newark Street was flooded 

out. He was around, and he was really good.  
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   EL: Who was it? 

 

   SG: Walter Ortiz. He was overwhelmed by work 

too, and he was really good. So, contractor, plumber -- 

that kind of thing. 

 

   EL: Did you have any interaction with the 

city, FEMA -- 

 

   SG: FEMA was right on the spot with their 

adjustor. She came in and looked around, did a report, and 

registered right away. 

 

   EL: You did register right away. 

 

   SG: Oh, yes. It was easy, to do it online. 

At my friend, Vicky's, we could do that. The insurance 

company was more difficult to bring in an adjustor, and 

most of this was done maybe about ten days or more after 

the storm. There was so much for the adjustors to do. They 

were all were from like Florida, Texas, or the Midwest. 

That kind of thing. FEMA was very quick with a temporary 

relocation check. I had to stay there -- I stayed there for 

at least a week after the power was back on, because -- 
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well, there were a number of reasons. One, we couldn't use 

the water here. That kind of thing. 

 

   EL: Did you have heat? 

 

   SG: We didn't have heat, we didn't have 

water, there was no hot water. And just getting those 

things back in place, even after what was basically gutted 

down on the ground floor -- getting those back in place was 

difficult. PSE&G, we had their inspectors around. They had 

to look at the gas lines in the area. They also had a 

different crew dealing with the electrical. We had to redo 

all the electrical. Our electrical box was flooded. We had 

to redo the circuit-breaker box. So that all had to be 

replaced. We did have a local electrician doing that; he 

was really good, and that got done. When that was done, 

that was a big difference. My plumber -- it was also 

difficult to get through to PSE&G. They were just 

overwhelmed -- just to get through to talk to someone, to 

make an appointment; to talk to someone, to look at the 

damage and what had to be done. It took a while. So I told 

them, "Look, I know what has to be done and replaced. You 

replaced this a year ago, so I know what needs to be done. 
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Can we just order the things." They say, "No, we need to 

come out and look at that." They finally did that. 

   They did restore the gas. We did get the 

power restored, so we were able to get hot water by the end 

of the month.  

 

   EL: By the end of November? 

 

   SG: November. Yes. A lot of people didn't. 

My plumber did find a proper hot-water unit that fit in 

there -- because not all of them did. I was relying on 

PSE&G for the gas boiler installation -- that kind of thing 

-- so they did that. So we did have some heat in December, 

but it was still pretty open here. We still didn't have the 

doors in the front and back. 

 

   EL: Oh, my god. Down here? You had no doors? 

 

   SG: The door in the front, we could prop 

that closed; in the back, it was cracked in half. It was 

all plastic sheeted there. When it got cold, we had to 

supplement upstairs, with space heaters.  

 

   EL: So your dealing with FEMA was positive. 
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   SG: Yes. That was positive. 

 

   EL: Did they offer you financial help? 

 

   SG: A little bit of financial help. 

 

   EL: Basically they were helping with the 

heat and -- 

 

   SG: Yes. But because we're in the ground 

floor, two-steps down from the street situation, which 

exists all over Hoboken, that is exempt from a normal FEMA, 

suburban -- several steps up, ground floor [unclear] and 

around the country. It's just not designed for an older, 

urban area. So it did not cut -- so the insurance and the 

FEMA things -- the FEMA covered, I guess, minimal costs to 

buy cheap, new kitchen appliances -- because their duty was 

to make the place basically livable again. 

 

   EL: So refrigerator, stove, like that? 

 

   SG: Not at the value of what it was, but at 

the value of what you may be able to find the cheapest one 
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possible at. And whatever. The insurance -- federal flood 

insurance covered certain structural damages, no personal 

property losses. And FEMA covered only personal property 

losses of some of the kitchen, the most basic kitchen 

equipment; what you would need to live. Things like -- this 

was the kitchen and dining room and kind of library thing, 

built-in bookshelves. I'll never had built-in bookshelves 

again here. Lamps, electrical fixtures I didn't think of 

moving upstairs. Any kind of art work that seemed to be 

over six foot, near the ceiling, I put on the top 

bookshelves, that were lost -- that's not an insurance-

coverage thing, or FEMA. That's personal losses. That kind 

of thing. Plus, insurance doesn't cover finishing your 

walls. If you're living in that area, it's raw dry-wall, 

un-taped, un-spackled. That kind of thing.  

   One thing, later on, there was the Relief 

Fund, in Hoboken. There was a fund. 

 

   EL: What the mayor set up. 

 

   SG: Yes. That was an enormous help. 

 

   EL: Rebuild Hoboken.org.  
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   SG: That was an enormous help. 

 

   EL: Really. 

 

   SG: Oh, yes. 

 

   EL: Oh, that's wonderful. Tell me about it. 

Did you have to apply? 

 

   SG: Yes. I applied for that. That was early 

the next year, in this year -- 2013. I applied for it. 

 

   EL: And how is the process? Did someone come 

in and work with you? 

 

   SG: They evaluated the application, looked 

at the financials on it, and determined the history and the 

losses on it. And I think everyone shared in the fund. That 

went a long way toward replacing the kitchen cabinetry that 

was down here, because it didn't get covered by anything 

else. A lot of things -- lighting fixtures and things. It 

helped to finish the dry-walls and paint. That really 

helped a lot on that. That really did. 
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   EL: So the damage from Sandy compared to 

Irene is -- 

 

   SG: It's a totally different category. Irene 

was as if we had a flash flood, and it was gone in a day. 

We never lost power. The sump pumps basically pumped 

anything in here out in the street, and it did that.  

   People's reactions were very interesting the 

week after the flood. People who had power, up around 

Eleventh Street -- everyone there had set up card tables 

and things, offering to power your cellphones -- because a 

lot of cellphones didn't work because towers weren't 

working. But to power cellphones and that kind of thing. 

They had power cords out there for you, offering coffee, or 

whatever they could make there -- pastry and things. It was 

a really supportive community, everywhere. Even standing in 

line that first Saturday, to get the gas cans, everybody 

kind of supported each other, kind of wanted to know what 

was going on and things.  

   I didn't want to get too much into anyone 

else's personal stories of that kind of thing but, clearly, 

there were a lot of people kind of in shock. You could see 

that. I stayed at least to the end of the month up there, 

and paid my rent for their little apartment that I had 
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rented out there. FEMA covered that. Then I came here after 

the power was on, after we had hot water. I came back with 

Maude. We came back here. 

 

   EL: Would the cats come down here, even 

after the water was gone? Or were they a little freaked 

out? 

 

   SG: They were a little freaked out. I didn't 

let them down here while the cleanup happened. I moved 

everything that I thought I could up here. Things that were 

higher -- cabinets I didn't think there would be any 

problem with. 

 

   EL: But they did get hurt. 

 

   SG: Yes. Stevens students organized 

volunteers. The following Saturday, we were still moving 

debris out of here -- the remedial team -- and I said, 

"Okay. Anything that looks like possessions, bag up and put 

in the back yard. There were a lot of things that floated 

out into the back yard. So I was out there with a team from 

Stevens. Everything was confined in the back yard, and we 

determined whether it was salvageable or whether it was 
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trash. A lot of china and glassware was out in the back 

yard. It was just like a cabinet had removed itself from 

the wall, gone out through the back door that was blown 

off, and ended up in the back yard. So, basically, okay, 

bag it up; move it over to Bloomfield, where I was staying; 

clean it off; box it up. We recovered about twenty boxes of 

things like glassware, china, candlesticks and things like 

that, that were not water permeable. 

 

   EL: That's good, that you were able to 

recover some stuff. 

 

   SG: That was good. And the process of doing 

that is kind of therapeutic. "Okay, why didn't I put this 

out for the yard sale thing? Why didn't I put all those CDs 

that we lost out for the gate sale, the neighborhood gate 

sale, back in September?" In fact, we were still finding 

CDs out in the back yard, up to about a month ago. This is 

September now; even in August I was finding CDs in the back 

yard, half buried in the garden. 

 

   EL: I notice you have a butterfly bush out 

there. You have some sweet plants out there. Your plants 

didn't get hurt? 
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   SG: The butterfly bush was getting to be 

treelike. The plants out in front kind of died. There are 

some boxwoods in the tree lawn there. They survived, they 

came back. They were underwater. They were there until at 

least Wednesday, when the water was down enough. But at 

least a couple of days. The butterfly bush, in the lower 

area here, down the steps, the house side of the "berm" -- 

that got covered for a few days. I thought that was lost, 

but I decided, "Okay. I'm just going to leave the trunk of 

it there and see what happens," and it started coming back, 

actually. That surprised me. And some of the flowers that 

were down there came back. That was good. 

   The back yard, which was flooded -- some of 

the plants came back. All the [unclear] came back. They 

seemed to be pretty hardy. But some of the other perennials 

didn't do as well there. 

 

   EL: Did your neighbors pretty much 

experience the same thing? 

 

   SG: They experienced the same thing. Yes. On 

both sides. They all had to go through rebuilding. On one 

side, Rick owned it -- he was renting out his place, so he 
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was in a real hurry to get it back, available for his 

tenants. So he got that back in January. He really rushed 

it ahead, though. Basically, we were cleaned up and the 

heat back, but we were down to the studs in December. 

December 5
th
, for some reason comes to mind. That's when the 

heat got back in. The contractor started doing some work in 

January and February, and by the end of March he got 

overwhelmed, and kind of had to stage the house according 

to the personnel he had available. We got back in here -- 

walls were going up like March, April, end of April some 

painting. My appliances were delivered in May. Plumbing was 

almost finished during the summer. There are still some 

plumbing details that need to be finished up now. I was 

able to boil water about nine months after Sandy. I didn't 

want to use anything down here until I knew I could clean 

up after myself down here, and had running water down here, 

with the plumbing totally ready. That kind of thing.  

 

   EL: It's funny -- I usually ask people, when 

I do these interviews, "So what do you think you would do 

differently next time?" But it sounds to me like you -- 

what could you do? 
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   SG: I don't know what I could do differently 

next time, in a situation as severe as that. I'm not sure 

what I could do. 

 

   EL: I'm not sure if there's anything you 

could have done. You took the proper precautions. 

 

   SG: I don't know if anyone has actually yet 

totaled up -- it's probably in the hundreds of millions of 

dollars of damage in Hoboken alone that it cost. I think 

clearly see level rising, that kind of thing -- we're just 

a few feet above sea level in this area. Some areas are a 

little lower, some are higher, but even the ones that are a 

little higher would get hit. What they did in Providence, 

in the late '50s, was build a hurricane barrier, along the 

Providence River. It was a barrier, so that the river still 

would go through it, and it would get lowered when there 

would be an incredible -- well, not incredible, but 

unusually high tides or storm surges predicted, nor'easters 

or hurricanes -- that kind of thing. That protected the 

property in the downtown area. I'm not really sure how long 

the barrier was, but I'm sure that it would cost more -- it 

would probably cost no different, in inflated terms -- it 

was a mechanically movable barrier that blocked a river 
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flow -- that kind of thing -- and then pumped out the river 

water coming down, when the barrier was down -- in Hoboken, 

we don't have a river to pump out, if we lowered a 

hurricane barrier, but, certainly -- a barrier along the 

north end, near the park, with gates that are generally 

open, for the streets, for the light rail, and that kind of 

thing, along the south end, to protect the rail yards, and 

to protect the openings there. There are only three ways to 

get out of Hoboken at the south end, at this point -- it 

may be an issue to deal with the historical aspects of the 

railroad station and that, but a lot of cities have done 

it. Richmond has done it along the James River. It can be 

an asset in more ways than one. It could be a recreational 

asset in a way, like a little high-line thing. You have a 

little bicycle path on top of a flood barrier. 

 

   EL: That would be nice. 

 

   SG: That would be kind of neat. 

 

   EL: It would be nice. 

 

   SG: But nobody wants to abandon the city. 
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   EL: And we can't start building -- I mean, 

this house has this lower floor. 

 

   SG: We can't put this on stilts. We can't 

put the city on stilts. 

 

   EL: You can't take a building that was built 

in 1850 and -- 

 

   SG: No. You can't do that. Some places have 

been sold on this street, that have been flooded. 

 

   EL: Really. 

 

   SG: Yes. Rick was going to -- after he 

rebuilt, he was going to -- we talked about it. He said, "I 

was planning on selling in about year, and I'm going to do 

that." But then he decided -- it sold right away. Yes, this 

house. And a couple of houses on the block up between Park 

and Garden have sold since Sandy. So there are still people 

interested in living in Hoboken. People from other places 

said to me, after the storm, "I can see why you like living 

there so much. The support in the community around there is 

really fabulous." They were really impressed by that. 
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   EL: Well, that's a very positive, happy note 

to end on. I want to thank you for sharing your story with 

us. Thank you, Spencer. 

 

   SG: Thank you. 

 

    

 

   

 

    


