
 

Life of Ella Filippone, New Jersey environmental pioneer, to be 

celebrated in Morristown, July 13 

Posted by Kevin Coughlin on July 5, 2013 

 

It won’t be your typical funeral. 

 

But there was nothing typical about Ella Filippone. 

 

When acquaintances gather on July 13, 2013, at Willow Hall in Morristown to honor the late executive director 

of the Passaic River Coalition, they will remember an environmental pioneer who could be funny or feisty in 

service of her mission. 

 

“She was very bright, and very tough. She rarely would accept no for an answer. You didn’t want to tangle with 

her. She was very committed to what she was doing, and she held strongly with it,” said Chris Daggett, 

president of the Geraldine R. Dodge Foundation and former regional administrator for the federal 

Environmental Protection Agency. 

 

Ella, who died last month at 78, was instrumental in preserving more than 1,500 acres of land in northern New 

Jersey since the coalition formed in 1969. 

 

She provided technical background in the successful battle to prevent the Great Swamp from becoming an 

airport, and played an important role in preserving Paterson’s Great Falls and improving the health of 

Greenwood Lake. 

 

“Ella was a tenacious pioneer in a life dedicated to the restoration of the Passaic River and its basin. She 

helped blaze the path for the next generation of environmentalists, showing us what it means to advocate 

for a watershed,” said Elliott Ruga, senior policy analyst for the New Jersey Highlands Coalition. 

 

Widely recognized today as crucial to the region’s water system, the Great Swamp is a national wildlife refuge. 

 

But when Ella got involved, “all people thought about the swamp was that it had mosquitoes,” said Margret 

Brady, a Morristown resident elected to the coalition board in 2010, shortly after the coalition moved its 

headquarters to Willow Hall. 

 

During the move, Ella had made Willow Hall available for a memorial service for Marge and Wendell Brady’s 

daughter, who loved beautiful natural settings. Members of the community and the coalition pitched in and 

fixed up the place for the occasion. Ella enjoyed that memorial celebration, and in her final days indicated she 

wanted something along those lines, Marge said. 

 

“She did not want a typical funeral. Her whole life was with nature,” Marge said. 

http://www.willowhall.org/
http://www.passaicriver.org/
http://www.grdodge.org/
http://www.njhighlandscoalition.org/
http://www.nj.com/morristown/index.ssf/2009/07/nonprofit_agency_gives_facelif.html
http://www.nj.com/morristown/index.ssf/2009/07/nonprofit_agency_gives_facelif.html
http://www.nj.com/morristown/index.ssf/2009/04/why_morristown_is_special_the.html


 

The two friends attended a daylong seminar at the Duke Estate in May. Ella, who had just completed radiation 

treatment for lung cancer, was in fine spirits, Marge said. 

 

But she took a turn for the worse while gardening at home, and declined quickly. She passed at away at 

Morristown Medical Center on June 21. 

 

Although she could be a relentless advocate for the Passaic watershed, Ella knew when to ease off the throttle, 

according to Chris Daggett, who was her neighbor in Basking Ridge for a dozen years. 

 

“She was a really good neighbor. She was friendly, and very good at keeping her professional and personal 

relationships distant. She did not take advantage of being my neighbor, with regard to work,” Chris said. “I will 

miss her as a friend” as well as a conservationist. 

willow hall 

 

Willow Hall in Morristown, designated on the National Register of Historic Buildings, is home to the Passaic 

River Coalition. Its late director, Ella Filippone, will be memorialized there on July 13, 2013. Photo by Kevin 

Coughlin 

 

Willow Hall would seem the ideal venue to celebrate Ella’s life;  the place was the center of its own 

preservation battle. Residents sued to stop a condo development proposed there. 

 

“I will always be thankful to Ella for seeing what I saw in Willow Hall — a jewel at the gateway to Morristown, 

and for helping us complete the preservation of the property by buying it as the home of PRC,” said Myra 

Bowie McCready, who helped lead that campaign. 

 

The Memorial Service is planned for noon to 4 pm. Willow Hall is at 330 Speedwell Ave. 

 

In lieu of flowers or other gifts, Ella’s family asked that people honor her memory by contributing to the Passaic 

River Coalition, “so that her work of protecting the watershed of central and northern New Jersey can 

continue.” 

 

A large turnout is expected and carpooling is recommended. The family asks that you please RSVP via e-mail 

to zmoylen@passaicriver.org or by mail at 330 Speedwell Ave., Morristown, NJ 07960. 
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