HISTORIANS iINIDDEFENSE
ofF HISTORIC PRINCETON

We write as citizens as well as historians to express
our deep concern about the preservation of historic Princeton.

Few if any American towns are as distinguished as Princeton, connected as it
is to the breadth of our history. Its landmarks, beloved by tourists as well as
townspeople, are many. Within a radius of less than a quarter mile sits a unique
historic area that includes The Barracks, dating to ca. 1684 and the temporary
residence of both James Madison and Alexander Hamilton a century later when
Princeton was the fledgling nation’s capital.

Other highlights include Frog Hollow, site of important combat during the battle
of Princeton, a turning point in the American Revolution; Morven, the estate of
Richard Stockton, a signer of the Declaration of Independence; Marquand Park and
Arboretum, dating to 1855; and Albert Einstein’s residence during his tenure at the
Institute for Advanced Study from 1935 until his death in 1955.

We are distressed to learn that this remarkable neighborhood is now threatened
by the construction of a massive, privately built luxury housing project, startlingly
high in density, with provision for a 200-vehicle underground garage, and with
minimal allowance for affordable housing.

For generations, Princetonians, assisted by the state and federal governments,
have been wise and vigilant stewards of their town’s legacy. The municipality has
balanced innovation and responsible growth with preservation of the historical
elements that help make Princeton the distinctive place it is, a magnet for visitors
from across the globe. Abandoning that stewardship now would be an irreparable
blow to the prestige not simply of Princeton but of New Jersey and, ultimately, the
nation at large.

The arrival of the 250th anniversary of the Revolution seems an auspicious moment
to rededicate ourselves to the trust bestowed on us. In that spirit, we urge not simply
Princetonians but all concerned citizens to oppose this destructive and ultimately
self-destructive project.

Ken Burns, Independent Filmmaker, Florentine Films
Harold Holzer, Roosevelt House at Hunter College, CUNY
James M. McPherson, Princeton University

Jon Meacham, Vanderbilt University

Sean Wilentz, Princeton University

Brenda Wineapple, Columbia University

Institutional affiliations listed for identification purposes only.
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Ad Hoc Committee of Historians in Defense of Historic Princeton,
7 Edgehill Street, Princeton, NJ 08540
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Writing in Support of the Prominent

Historians Defending Historic Princeton
To the Editor:

I read with keen interest the statement in the full-page
advertisement entitled “Historians in Defense of Historic
Princeton” in your April 23 issue. I encourage everyone
to read the ad.

Expressing “deep concern about the preservation of his-
toric Princeton,” six nationally prominent historians — Ken
Burns, Harold Holzer, James M. McPherson, Jon Meacham,
Sean Wilentz, and Brenda Wineapple — have singled out a
massive luxury high-rise development project in the Mercer
Hill neighborhood as “destructive and self-destructive.”

The development sits partially within the Mercer Hill
Historic District, adjacent to the Barracks at 32 Edgehill
Street — the oldest structure in Princeton, dating to 1684
— and close to two National Historic Landmarks, Morven,
and Einstein’s house.

It is adjacent to Edgehill Street, one of Princeton’s old-
est streets with residences that date to the 1830s. But all
the structures in the area will be degraded by the tower-
ing luxury blocks being proposed. Take note: the project
calls for a rise of 50 feet above Stockton Street, but as
seen from Mercer Street and including rooftop machinery
it will reach more than 100 feet high. Nothing in historic
residential Princeton comes remotely close to the height
of this ill-advised development.

With its whopping 238 units and a 261 vehicle under-
ground garage the project will be by far the highest in
density in any residential neighborhood in Princeton.
It will be more than twice as dense as The Alice beside
Princeton Shopping Center. The looming traffic concerns,
meanwhile, are nightmarish.

To be clear, this project is not an effort to achieve housing
equity. It is an immense profit-driven luxury development

with the absolute minimum set-aside for affordable housing
as required by law. Alternative plans for the site with lower
density but more affordable housing have been presented
to municipal authorities for consideration and summarily
rejected.

If the project advances, Princetonians in general, not just
those who live in the neighborhood, will be the losers. Resi-
dents need to know that the municipality has committed a
$40 million tax break giveaway to the developer. This will
shift the tax burden for schools and other public necessities
away from the developer to ordinary taxpayers. Moreover,
as the historians remind us, Princeton is a national treasure,
and this heritage is to our collective benefit, especially as we
approach the 250th anniversary of the American Revolution.

Princetonians: please help protect Princeton’s unique his-
toric heritage. First, please send a brief note of support to
the historians at historicprinceton@gmail.com. Second,
please contact members of Princeton Council and of the
Princeton Planning Board to make clear your opposition and
remind them that they will be held accountable. Third, please
attend all public meetings about this project. In all, celebrate
Princeton history by protecting it against this unwarranted
private development, for today and for the generations to
come.

ROB ROBERTSON
Mercer Street
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Name Calling Has No Place in Debate Over
Proposed Apartment Complex on Stockton Street

To the Editor:

I'm disheartened that the debate over the proposed high-
rise luxury apartment complex on Stockton Street has
reduced some community members to name-calling, spe-
cifically accusing the residents who opposed this develop-
ment of being NIMBYs. This is a facile and generic epithet,
and in this case it is also patently false. Far from opposing
affordable housing in our backyard, we want more of it.
It's the proposed project that will worsen the imbalance.

Our immediate community of neighbors worked with
architects to draft a vision for the plot that would entail
less density and 100 percent affordable housing units, as
opposed to the minimal 20 percent required by law in the
proposed luxury project. The neighborhood plan, while
including more total affordable units, intended those units
as a path to home ownership. The plan included state-of-
the art environmental and green technology to address
21st century climate change.

Municipal authorities summarily dismissed this plan. In-
stead, we're left with the densest development in any resi-
dential neighborhood in Princeton — a development that,
with its 200- plus car garage and its felling of 200-year-old
trees across the site, will badly exacerbate flooding.

If the municipal Council in a town like Princeton, with its
endless intellectual, technological, political, and financial
resources, can't take the time to envision what innova-
tive, sustainable long-term housing options might look like,
what municipality in this country can? As a town, surely
we could explore the private/public partnership that would
make this type of housing a reality. To dismiss this out
of hand lacks the curiosity and creativity we desperately
need at the present time.

Yes, Princeton has become unaffordable. There are myr-
iad reasons for this: a university that subsidizes faculty
mortgages, a theological seminary that owns a significant
number of homes in and around the Mercer Hill district;
and not least, a lack of creative foresight.

I encourage community members to see this proposed
development and the rhetoric about addressing the afford-
ability crisis for what it is: a bait-and-switch proposition.
We get 238 units with rents of $6,000/month and a paltry
48 set aside as affordable. It neither affords working fami-
lies the opportunity for home ownership, nor aids those
in need of less expensive options.

As a native Princetonian, a former volunteer for Prince-
ton Community Housing, and having had the great good
fortune to have been a resident of PCH for three years,

no one cares more about making Princeton affordable
than I do.

Finally, as we see daily in our national politics, I'd remind
those who disagree that name-calling is always a substitute
for reasoned arguments.

CAROLINE CLEAVES
Edgehill Street
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Proposed Development Would Degrade Area
Well-Known and Beloved for its Historical Value

To the Editor:

We are writing in support of an ad placed in the April 23
issue of Town Topics by six of this nation’s leading histo-
rians — Ken Burns, Harold Holzer, Jon Meacham, James
McPherson, Sean Wilentz, and Brenda Wineapple — an
ad expressing opposition to the current development plans
for a site on Stockton Street sold several years ago by the
Princeton Theological Seminary. We also oppose this
proposed development, both from an historic preservation
and present-day quality of life perspective.

This swath of land, which sits partially within the Mercer
Hill Historic District, is in Princeton’s oldest continuously
inhabited, by non-Indigenous persons, neighborhood, and
is in one of the most historically important parts of town,
an area that, for 300 years, has been characterized by low
density, charming and historic dwellings — the kinds of
old houses and buildings, of local, regional, and national
historical significance, that have drawn people to this re-
nowned university town for decades upon decades. It sits
adjacent to the oldest house in Princeton, built around
1684, and is a stone’s throw from Morven, built in the
1750s by Richard Stockton, a signer of the Declaration of
Independence. It is just up the road from the battlefield
on Mercer Street, site of the Battle of Princeton, January
3, 1777, and is just west of Nassau Hall, built in 1756 and
damaged by fighting between the British and Continental
Army during this engagement. British troops surrendered

Nassau Hall to General Washington, a turning point ina
the American Revolutionary War. The Hun School was 2,
formerly located on this site, and more recently it served 2
as part of the campus of the Princeton Theological Semi- =
nary, founded in 1812. Of other historical note, Thomas 3
Mann’s brick Georgian house on Stockton Street is a close 2
neighbor, as is Einstein’s former house around the corner®
on Mercer Street.

History, education, and beautiful old buildings are in-
trinsic parts of Princeton, distinguishing and irreplaceable ™
features that make this town so special, and so desirable. 2
Who wouldn’t want to live here? We fear, however, that'=
this new, high density development, so centrally located, &
will permanently change and damage the historic and ar- =
chitecturally pleasing character of this part of town. ItS
will also add to the already overloaded and busting-at- i
the seams infrastructure of Princeton. There are already S
way too many people living in the area. The roads, etc. =
cannot take more cars; none of us can tolerate yet more =
traffic in and around town. We wonder what steps, if any, <
the developers have taken to protect the historic and ar-“;'
chitectural integrity of this neighborhood. To disregard
hundreds of years of recorded and visible, tangible his- <
tory, still so remarkably extant here, would deprive future
generations of a clear vision of our country in its earliest
years. It would degrade an area well-known and beloved
for its historical value.

ONIdd

BOBBIE BENNETT
LAURA BENNETT
Cherry Valley Road
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Princeton’s Old Architecture and Neighborhoods
Must be Respected, Protected, and Preserved

To the Editor:

“History, education, and beautiful old buildings are intrinsic
parts of Princeton,” wrote Bobbie and Laura Bennett in a
letter to the Editor of Town Topics [“Proposed Development
would Degrade Area Well-Known and Beloved for its Historical
Value,” Mailbox, May 7]. They continued, “(they are) distin-
guishing and irreplaceable features that make this town so
special, so desirable. Who wouldn’t want to live here?” Exactly.
But Princeton cannot be home to everyone; the infrastructure
is indeed already overloaded. And to build a huge residential
project on land partially within the Mercer Hill Historic District
would be a travesty.

It has been pointed out often that the 238 apartments and
250+ vehicle garage would only provide the bare minimum of
affordable housing units mandated by law. Other plans, more
appropriate to the site, offering more lower-income housing
were hopefully presented and rejected. The chosen project,
to which the municipality has committed a $40 million tax
break for the developer, begs the simple question: “Why?”

“Why this one?” is being asked by many Princetonians, in
all of our neighborhoods, who oppose this choice. It is the
wrong project in the wrong place at the wrong time or anytime.

Our family arrived in Princeton in 1965, with two toddler
daughters, and financially stretched to purchase the most
modest home in town. We knew we were investing wisely in
a life in a community offering not only enormous academic
and cultural resources, but a life to be spent amidst amazing
history and beauty. We were eager to become involved and
we did ... ultimately living in three houses very close to the
proposed project.

Our last home, built around 1700, from stones carried from
the “brook” of the same name, had stood for almost a century
before witnessing the important nearby battles of the Ameri-
can Revolution. We were thrilled to own a piece of history, to
become its most recent stewards.

“We cannot be sentimental about old buildings,” one mu-
nicipal planner remarked not long ago. As stewards in this
amazing town, we all must be! Princeton’s old architecture and
neighborhoods must be respected, protected and preserved.
Past Princetonians carefully maintained what can never be
replaced.

We must slow down and carefully think through before de-
ciding in what ways we may wisely alter forever a whole town,
unique in its universally-recognized historical significance and
beauty.

“Will you look over there!,” my awed Uber driver from Jersey
City said, pointing to a row of old houses we were passing. “I
bet these places have been around a couple hundred years!”
“Actually more,” I replied proudly. (He’s bringing his wife down
for a look around.)

PAMELA POPPE GOOD
Hulfish Street
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Writing Rebuttal to Message in Advertisement
Placed by Ad Hoc Committee of Historians

To the Editor:

This is a rebuttal to a paid advertisement “Historians In
Defense Of Historic Princeton,” published in Town Topics on
April 23 by the Ad Hoc Committee of Historians in Defense
of Historic Princeton.

I write as a citizen and resident of Princeton to express deep
concern with the severe decline in housing affordability, an
attendant decline in socio-economic diversity, the absence of
constructive discourse, and the acutely polarizing politics these
have all helped to engender throughout our nation.

Our historians’ plea in defending historic Princeton describes
the targeted development as “destructive,” inciting fear. I be-
lieve otherwise: Nothing is to be eliminated or even obscured.
Indeed, the project is additive, even palliative, as I describe
further below.

Further, the authors divert and agitate with “privately built”
and “luxury” descriptives.

Fundamental laws of economics require some balance be-
tween supply and demand to ensure probity in pricing. When
demand exceeds supply, scarcity drives prices higher. Hous-
ing demand across the U.S., New Jersey, Mercer County,
and Princeton, have all risen. The requisite supply of housing
has not. Affordability has suffered greatly. Our school teach-
ers, police officers, health care workers, store clerks, inter

alia, can no longer afford to live in our town. »

As a longstanding resident of Princeton, I observe how :.
trends in rents and housing prices have led to a sharp decline 2
in affordability, echomg and augmentmg a problem endemic to 2
our nation. The socio-economic diversity that once character- &
ized our community has given way to an increasingly atomized 5
homogeneity. To my mind, this is poisonous to our culture and &n
our democratic heritage.

Preserving history is but one dimension of a problem wen
must address. The defense of our democratic institutions is 5-
another, more pressing, one. | view the current challenges to =
those institutions as grounded in a backlash against gaping =
disparities in living standards. Housing is a key element of =
those imbalances. =

What restrains us from providing more, desperately needed, S
housing along with preserving the better parts of our history? m
How else, economically, can we incentivize provision of more 8
and affordable housing absent the indirect subsidy provided=

by market-rate units? S

“Few if any American towns are as distinguished as Princ- 2 =
eton, connected as it is to the breadth of our history. Its land-
marks, beloved by tourists as well as townspeople, are many.” [ 3
agree. Yet I also note that, as part of that same history, certain <’
cohorts of our citizenry were once restricted to specific parts
of town and unwelcome on campus.

While our nation’s laws have corrected for these moral trans-
gressions, our economy, misguided policies, and learned be-
haviors secure their repetition by other means.

[ appeal to our community to look beyond parochial, single-
issue concerns and reflect more deeply upon our mutual and
collective needs as a nation.

JONIYd

DAN CHAMBY
Lake Drive



Volume LXXIX, Number 21 www.towntopics.com

75¢ at newsstands Wednesday, May 21, 2025

Responding to Rebuttal of Advertisement
Placed by Ad Hoc Committee of Historians

To the Editor:

As Dan Chamby’s rebuttal to “Historians in Defense of
Historic Princeton,” rehashes some of the flimsiest argu-
ments favoring the massive luxury project proposed for
the former Tennent-Roberts site [“Writing Rebuttal to Mes-
sage in Advertisement Placed by Ad Hoc Committee of
Historians,” Mailbox, May 14”], I'm delighted, as one of
the historians he upbraids, to respond.

His letter calls the severe shortage of affordable housing
in Princeton a threat to our democratic heritage. Absolutely
correct. Yet the project he supports provides the absolute
minimum of affordable housing, 20 percent of all units.

An alternative plan presented to the Municipality offers
100 percent affordable housing, with less density but more
affordable units than the proposed complex. The affordable
units in the complex revert to market price in 30 years;
the alternative offers affordable unit residents a pathway
to home ownership.

The alternative plan attacks the affordability crisis head
on and promises to welcome scores of lower-income fami-
lies into historic Princeton as they deserve, as neighbors
and friends. The proposed project with its close to 200
luxury — yes, luxury — units will worsen the very inequali-
ties the rebuttal purports to deplore.

Yet the Municipality has summarily rejected the alterna-
tive proposal while handing the current developer a $40
million PILOT, shifting the extra tax burden onto hard-
pressed homeowners.

Let’s face it: the proposed project is an extremely dense
high-end complex being disguised as a noble advance for
social justice to win public favor. We're supposed to be-
lieve that the surest way to build more affordable hous-
ing and combat inequality is to build four times as much
luxury housing! And on a massive scale! This double-talk
shamelessly exploits the great cause the rebuttal claims
to uphold, while it hoodwinks Princetonians of goodwill.

The rebuttal charges us historians with fearmongering
about “destructive” effects in historic Princeton. The proj-
ect, it claims, will be “additive,” an enhancement. But one
of those additions is a 261-vehicle underground garage that
threatens to cause severe flooding to vulnerable historic
homes and sites. I'd call that destructive. Another addition
is the project’s vehicle entrance and exit on hazardous,
traffic-heavy Route 206, a federal highway, the potential
havoc spilling into an 18th-century street. Still another is
a complex built atop a hill that will loom like the Bastille
over historic homes and sites at the bottom of the hill,
including Albert Einstein’s former residence. How is any of
this (and much more), in the rebuttal’s word, “palliative?”

The rebuttal spares us the ballyhooed “walkable” fea-
tures of the project, hyped elsewhere as if hundreds of new
residents won’t need to drive to shop for groceries, see a
doctor, purchase hardware and household supplies, and
more, exacerbating an already nightmarish traffic problem.

Unfortunately, the rebuttal’s conclusion insinuates that
we historians, ignoring Princeton’s history of residential
segregation, may be racially motivated. It’s the tired old,
discredited NIMBY smear jacked up a bit.

Can’t we talk about repudiating and correcting that op-
pressive racist history in more direct, creative, and even
radical ways, using all our Princeton brains and imagina-
tion, instead of falling for the cloaked designs of regressive
profit-driven luxury development?

SEAN WILENTZ
Edgehill Street
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Proposed High Rise Development Project at
Stockton Street Needs a Substantial Rethink

To the Editor:

I am a 20+ year resident of Princeton. | am very sympathetic
with recent Town Topics letters advocating for the retention
and enhancement of the historic character of our lovely town.
The economics of this Stockton Street development “deal”
suggest long-term problems for all town residents which should
be equally considered. As I understand it, the Princeton Mu-
nicipal government has agreed to provide a substantial “gift”
to the developer in the form of a PILOT (Payment in Lieu of
Taxes), which is usually offered to develop challenged or blight-
ed areas offering long-term tax reductions and forgiveness.

There are many ways to calculate the long-term impact on
the town, but importantly, according to the town’s numbers,
the PILOT offers a huge tax break of $30 million (see the
town’s memorandum posted online and dated December 6,
2024). Over the last five years, average rent inflation has
significantly exceeded 4 percent. If we use a more modest
number averaging the last 10 years of 3.8 percent rent infla-
tion (tradingeconomics.com/united-states/rent-inflation), the
value of the tax break is even higher at roughly $40 million.

This massive gift and the PILOT program will lead to two key
problems: 1) School Funding: Not one penny of tax revenue
appears to be committed to schools in this proposal despite
the 238 rental units bringing many new learners into our great
but crowded school system; and 2) Over time this “‘gift” to
the developers and the shortfall in tax revenue to the school
system will lead to all taxpayers making up the difference in
this and other areas of municipal spend.

For comparison, Avalon Princeton, the 280-unit develop-
ment on Witherspoon Street, would appear to demonstrate
clearly that no subsidies are needed for a rental development
ike this. To make things even clearer, the proposed rental
rates of the new Stockton project will be 20-30 percent over
the current published rates at Avalon! Hardly a ‘blighted’ area
— clearly not requiring financial incentives from Princeton. Al-
locations for school services that will be incurred are essential.
Funds should not be used as a “plug” to fix recurring poor
financial decisions by the Princeton Municipal Government.

Finally, do note that the PILOT is based on a designation
of this area as an “Area in Need of Redevelopment” that is
“blighted.” Last time I looked, none of the areas included in
this site could be considered blighted. It is Marquand Park with-
out landscaping. The density of this development is proposed
to be over 15 times that of the surrounding neighborhood and
will surely create additional traffic havoc.

This project needs a substantial rethink.

STEVE SNYDER
Farrand Road
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Mailbox

The views of the letters do not necessarily
reflect the views of Town Topics.

Questioning PILOT for Proposed Stockton Street
Development Project Based on ANR Designation

w .

= To the Editor:

Regarding the controversy over the proposed Stockton
Z Street development:

In his letter raising concerns about the PILOT (payment
in lieu of taxes) that the town has granted the developer of
the Stockton Street site [“Proposed High Rise Development
Project at Stockton Street Needs a Substantial Rethink,”
Mailbox, May 21], Steve Snyder notes that this “substantial
‘gift’” is based on our Council’s designation of the area as
an ANR (or “Area in Need of Redevelopment”).

The State of New Jersey allows municipalities to desig-
nate ANRs “to arrest and reverse conditions of deteriora-
tion of housing, commercial and industrial facilities” in
areas that meet various conditions, including “substandard,
unsafe, unsanitary, dilapidated, or obsolescent” buildings
which are deemed “detrimental to the safety, health, mor-
als, or welfare of the community” (Local Redevelopment
and Housing Law, NJSA 40A:12A-1 et seq.).

How is this relevant? It certainly came as a surprise to
me that the Princeton Theological Seminary, which then
as now owns the property in question, was responsible for
anything that might conceivably meet such criteria!

J., WEDNESDAY, MAY 28, 2025 = 14
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After a little digging, I find that in 2018 the town Council,
on the recommendation of the Princeton Planning Board,
decided (Resolution 18-336) that some poorly maintained
buildings belonging to the seminary did so qualify; and then
in 2019 subsequently found (Resolution 19-188) that addi-
tional properties from the adjoining area also met the (sub)
standard. Who knew?

Next, I find that the Seminary demolished the buildings in
2022, effectively rendering obsolete what was a questionable
designation in the first place. No matter, apparently. Under
redevelopment plans approved last year on the basis of a
now obsolete designation, the council awarded a $40 million
PILOT anyway, at the direct expense of Princeton taxpayers.

What is going on here? I can see the virtue of sensible
redevelopment. But I can’t see the virtue of incentivizing
developers to build massive megaliths at the expense of the
town. And I don’t mean only its character. I mean also our
pocketbooks.

PILOTs reduce the property tax burden of and thus the cost
to developers for the designated properties. According to the
law, they are intended for “areas which would otherwise not
attract private investment.” The Stockton Street parcel is
prime real estate in the middle of historic Princeton, includ-
ing a portion of the Mercer Hill Historic District. As Snyder
points out, there is no reason to suppose that a responsible
developer could not be found to build in the area without
paying them an additional sweetener to do so.

A sweetener to the developer is in this instance a bitter pill
to the rest of us. Aren’t we already being PILOTed to death?
Why does a city-sized, luxury apartment complex in the heart
of historic Princeton require the enormous financial incen-
tives intended for reclaiming neglected urban slums? Or did
I just answer my own question?

As a longtime Princeton resident and taxpayer, it seems
to me that the Council and the Planning Board have some
explaining to do.

MICHAEL MERRILL
Maple Street
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