
Jade Snyder 

(2220 words) 

 

Pershing Field. Running just as fast as we can. 

 

Two miles west of Manhattan, “the Heights” of Jersey City was its own self-contained 

ecosystem, but my friends and I were its main exports. And though two stops on the PATH train 

could take me to Greenwich Village in about ten minutes, ‘The City’ was still only a dream at 

thirteen, abstract and magnificent. I’d trace the broken skyline through the trees from our perch 

on the playground of Pershing Field Memorial Park, where life was, and would be, for years to 

come. The park raised us—like the saplings along its pathways whose growing roots can’t help 

breaking the sidewalk that contains them.  

 

In the Heights, we walked together from instinct—a pack mentality. Because our neighborhood 

was geographically separate from the rest of Jersey City, others had the illusion that it was safer 

than the burnt-out buildings and projects on the way Downtown to the Holland Tunnel. 

Statistically, it wasn’t. But I conquered it inch by inch. I owned it in the way only a teenager can. 

I knew every crack in the sidewalk, every stoop, the type and inhabitants of every bar and deli. 

I’d deftly anticipate the broken bricks in the ledges of the houses around every corner on my way 

to Pershing Field.  

 

Living farthest from the park, I’d walk two blocks to Leah’s, and together, the next five toward 

John’s place, where Sean would meet us. We were part of a group of ‘smart’ kids from all over 

the city, thirty-three of us in total at eighth grade graduation. A tight club, a family of students 

and teachers in a charter public-school program, offering advanced coursework for those of us 

who could see beyond the Heights. John, Sean, Leah and I were lucky. The program happened to 

run from our home school, so we didn’t have to travel. All the other kids had to come up to our 

turf to learn the kind of advanced Math, English and Science the other public-school kids 

wouldn’t see until college, if they’d ever make it. Twice a week, we’d even spend the day at the 

college to use their biology classrooms, library and cafeteria, where we’d play video games. We 

thought we were hot shit. The Hudson County board of education had taken a gamble that was 



paying off big for us, many of whom, after high school, would speed off to Ivy Leagues on 

scholarship, leaving the park in their rearview as they drove away.  

 

A shot like that is amazing if you can get it. But my parents actually set my expectations against 

the idea; they couldn’t afford anything extra, even with a scholarship. Besides, I was a B student, 

apple of their eyes, but certainly not the valedictorian. Looking back, my parents were only 

working within their limitations. My father was trying to be realistic. A Vietnam Vet, he worked 

for the Post Office by day and drove cabs at night, just to make the alimony and child support. 

My mother simply couldn’t imagine me leaving her alone, my potential aside. Would have it 

been better to hang out in the park until adulthood, like her deadbeat boyfriend? 

 

John lived closest to the park, right across from the reservoir. Fortressed by a twenty-foot, dark 

stone wall and skirted at the top with barbed wire, it was made from the kind of ancient-seeming 

large, dark stones you’d see all over the city.  The reservoir wall made me uneasy; that side of 

the street was always darker, colder and more desolate. While there are those who feel crowded 

cities are dangerous, for me, it’s the places with no people that give me the creeps.  No one to 

hear you scream. So, we’d double back one block from John’s, bang around the corner then 

down Manhattan Avenue until we got to the back entrance of Pershing Field.  

 

At three city blocks long and wide, the park was one of the biggest green spaces most of us had 

ever seen. To the east, towards the city, the front half of the park ran along our main drag and 

was bordered by a stone and concrete wall. In 1986, loiterers on ‘the wall’ included a smattering 

of junkies (later to be joined by my mom’s boyfriend), winos, and garden variety derelicts—

likely all dropouts. The wall was soulless: junkies and their ten-mile stares, winos pissing 

themselves—nobody home there—and everyone else, going nowhere...nowhere but the wall. 

Even at thirteen, we knew the wall was the end of the line for those guys, but not for us. Even 

though it wasn’t visible from everywhere in the Heights, the skyline persisted. The horizon must 

lie ahead for smart kids with ambition.  

 

In the meantime—in our half of the park—a giant red stone archway flanked by two turrets 

welcomed us like monolithic arms, with eyes on top. The last remnant of the Fourth Regiment 



Armory from Downtown, the arch dated back to the city’s National Guard days after the Civil 

War.  Stone by stone, it was carefully reconstructed in 1922 for the opening of Pershing Field 

Memorial Park. The park was meant both for the enjoyment of the hard-working folks of the 

industrial boom, and as a memorial site for World War I veterans and servicemen. It was meant 

to celebrate people who had gone somewhere, stood for something—not the wall derelicts. I felt 

I stood for things too; and I knew we belonged there. However changeable our job was at the 

time, forming opinions and ideas about the world was the real work, in and out of school. And 

my friend and I were up to the task. We were open and bright and eager and awkward (though I 

prayed no one would call me on it). City kids with edge, sure. Certainly not pushovers, but also 

not yet truly jaded. In Pershing Field, we were readying for battles of our own. 

 

Although memorializing plaques and sculptures speckled the tree-lined pathways, at the time, we 

would breeze past them, innocently oblivious to the gravity they represented. Instead, we hopped 

on and jumped off them, cracking jokes about each other while punching and kicking, skipping 

backward and making sure each ‘cut’ was the best and most embarrassingly potent of all time. 

Potency was measured by the number of oooooohs and open-mouths, as we’d wait excitedly for 

those who had been cut to retaliate. While the constellation of ‘sex with your mom’ cuts were 

easy pickings for the boys, we girls sliced deep—emasculation. Inability to ‘get it up’ would 

trump mom cuts any day: all this advanced smack-talking, from kids who’d never even kissed 

someone yet. We girls were quick. But the boys were cute, and for whatever reason, even cuter 

after we’d made them look dumb. 

 

This cat-and-mouse game would play out through the many dramas of our teens. At school, we’d 

battle wits just as fervently, but instead of ‘sex with your mom,’ our weapons were Salinger and 

science. Were we really ‘against’ them, or did we like to give chase? Or was it the feeling of 

absolute domination? We’d sort that out on the weekends with something much more tangible 

and real. In Pershing Field, the game was tackle football on a small stretch of patchy weeds and 

dust, covered in broken bottles ground up so much they looked like gravel. Bordered by the 

concrete pathway and its memorial headstones, nobody would bother the twelve to twenty boys 

and girls who would try to run and catch each other, swerve and pile high. In the shadow of the 



skyline, and surrounded by memento mori, we were trying to find our place, in our group and in 

the world.  

 

With grownups, we were kind and respectful. On the field, we were mouthy and loud, probably a 

little intimidating to passersby. The city’s cream of the crop, we were still, at the core, products 

of our environs. None of it mattered because we were singly focused. As self-conscious as we 

were with each other (hair not right, new pimples, less-than-flattering winter coats), we could 

care less what happened outside that rectangle of patchy grass. 

 

Teenage, co-ed, tackle football is complex sociology; our identities being calibrated with every 

step. Though we sometimes played boys against girls, often the teams were shaped by the two 

best quarterbacks, both boys. Many of us didn’t even really know the rules. While the game was 

the point of being there, it was also beside the point. Whoever picked me for their team, blocked 

or passed to me was a clear indication of who my real friends were, or sometimes even who was 

into me. I remember the exhilaration of even being considered for a pass, a social triumph in 

itself. And when I’d catch it or make a touchdown, rejoice! But when I was tackled, sometimes it 

was even better. What serendipity to be caught by someone you like in that way, his arms 

wrapped around my waist, crashing to the ground with him on top of me—and then have ten kids 

on top of him! I’d get up beaming (hoping it didn’t show), while wiping the gravel and glass 

from my hands. Straight-up adrenaline!  

 

These group dynamics could carry us through the whole next week in class, with so much to 

process. Sometimes in ways we wouldn’t expect. One weekend, Lisa took down Duc, a 

Vietnamese boy who was bigger than her, but not nearly as determined. Some of us thought she 

might be into him, which was why she went after him so hard. Duc stayed down a long time, in 

obvious pain. But then he got up and kept trying to play. Finally, we put him on one of the 

headstones to watch until he was supposed to be picked up. When we were leaving the park, I 

saw him get into the car, still cradling his arm. On Monday, we learned his collarbone had been 

fractured. Lisa cried from guilt and was labeled ‘The Refrigerator’ all in the same day. Duc’s 

arm was in a sling for about two months. I’m told he’s a doctor now. 

 



By the end of eighth grade, these games dissolved on their own, and new games took their place. 

After the football, before the scholarships, there was high school. The park took on a dingier, 

seamier patina. In fact, ‘The Park’ was now its own nighttime activity. By sixteen, we’d go to the 

playground to drink, smoke, and hook up. We’d hide from sight inside of a giant wooden 

climbing tower meant for the younger kids. Old and splintery, heavy and dark inside, it more 

resembled a medieval fortress scrawled with graffiti. We’d climb to the top when the coast was 

clear, drink on the ledge, still cutting each other and eyeing the skyline. To me, it seemed closer 

than before. 

 

Though the sociology would persist, the structure of these weekend rituals had given way to a 

darkening in general. The junkies were still on the wall (my mother’s boyfriend among them 

now) and, worse—boys could now break your heart. For sure, an idea like Brown University was 

out of reach. An all-around dose of pragmatism to temper our innocent enthusiasm, while 

perhaps also preparing us for launch. All the same, I loved nighttime in Pershing Field even more 

than the day, because that’s when Manhattan was all lit up. 

 

Despite being the most average student among the smart kids, I like to think the kind of 

education I received was well-rounded—in the absolute broadest sense. Yes, I’d gained a love 

for Vonnegut; yes, I could find my way around a university’s card catalogue system. All that and 

much more. But I knew, even at the time, the park was where learning became real. 

 

Today, our half of the park has been termed the ‘passive side’ by the Jersey City newcomers, 

who make up the Pershing Field Garden Friends association. Passive side—it gives me a 

chuckle. Of the many groups of people who ruled that place in 1986 and beyond, passivity was 

furthest from any description I might offer.  

 

It’s just there’s a particular kind of resolve in the eyes of a scrappy, smart city kid who 

understands where she came from. I can spot it in my own college students from places like 

Newark, the Bronx and Brooklyn. They already know not to be too precious, to take on the hard 

tasks. Humility is part of the DNA, though they might not like it. But I also have to remind them 

to trust their instincts and to use the strength in their experiences—it’s certainly in there. Then 



they’ll know when its right to stand up in order to say what needs to be said, or do what needs to 

be done…things others would never say or do. (Knowing how far someone will bend and when 

they’ll break is also certainly an asset, but not the sort of soft skill you’d list on a resume.) I tell 

them when I started moving forward, going back wasn’t even a consideration. I went 

everywhere. Eventually it brought me to New York, where the light in my office would gleam 

late into the night, a beacon among millions for anyone across the river, in the park, who may 

have been looking.  

 

http://www.pershingfield.org/history/ 
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