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True! I discover the Highlands 

The writer, a resident of Wharton, a former Democratic state Assembly candidate, owns an advertising and 

public relations firm. He can be reached at thestafford@optonline.net. His column appears here the first and 

third weeks of the month, alternating with columnist Leanna Brown, a Republican. 
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By George Stafford 

  
 

The New Jersey Highlands, it seems, have been there all along. 

 

I was born in the Highlands, as were my parents and two of my grandparents. I’m not sure that any of us 

realized it, but here we are. 

 

Full disclosure: Over the course of the past year I have done a good deal of work for an outfit called the New 

Jersey Highlands Coalition. 

 

That work has forced me to educate myself regarding the Highlands. 

 

My mission for the Coalition has brought me to towns and counties that receive water from the Highlands. 

 

In these communities I must explain what and where the Highlands are and where the water comes from. 

 

Defining the Highlands can be a bit complicated. For instance, East Hanover is not in the Highlands; yet 

Hanover Township is. 

 

Part of the problem is that there are a number of definitions concerning just what the Highlands are. If you find 

yourself going down the Orange Mountains heading east, or going downhill on Route 287 south toward 

Somerville, or heading west on Route 80 going downhill into the Delaware Water Gap, then you’re leaving the 

Highlands. But that is the geological Highlands, and not necessarily the Regional Water Protection area defined 

by law as the Highlands. 

 

’Way back when, before the dinosaurs, the Highlands where much higher and much more impressive. What we 

see now are stumps of that gigantic mountain chain, ground down by glaciers, winds and Noah-like floods. 

 

This cracked and fractured landscape has become a huge natural reservoir that supplies free drinking water to 

nearly 5 million people in New Jersey. 
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When you’re flying into Newark Liberty Airport from the west, about the time the pilot comes on and tells you 

that you are about to land, look out the window. On a sunny day you’ll see the lakes, rivers, ponds, streams, 

creeks, rivulets and old quarries of the Highlands shine like a thousand mirrors, representing the shared water 

resource of the Highlands and that’s just on the surface. 

 

But the Highlands are more than just water. There is history in the Highlands. The Dutch came here in the 

1640s; the Native Americans thousands of years before that. 

 

Washington hid his army in these hills. When our industrial revolution started in Paterson, the raw materials - 

iron and wood for charcoal - came from the Highlands. 

 

These Highlands were crisscrossed by railroads long before any golden spikes were driven in Utah. Highlands 

water powered mills that turned out everything from fancy ribbons to gunpowder. And Highlands’ farms 

supplied garden-fresh food to New York and Philadelphia long before refrigeration. 

 

Tourists escaped the grime and smoke and stench of the cities in Highlands’ places like Mount Freedom, 

Johnson’s Pleasure Farm and dozens of Highlands’ lakes. 

 

Now my friends at the Highlands Coalition and their friends are about to celebrate the culture that grew out of 

this notable history. 

 

There will be a Highlands Festival at the historic Waterloo Village on Saturday and Sunday, Sept. 21 and 22. 

Everything is local to the Highlands; local music, local art, local food; two glorious days of music and fun. 

 

This is something that hasn’t happened at Waterloo in a long, long time. 

 

Festivals like this used to be a regular feature of Highlands’ summers, and the hope is this will be a renewal of 

that noble tradition. 

 

So put down your mobile device and come out to hear great music in the open air. 

 

Rip yourself away from the computer screen and wander through an outdoor cornucopia of luscious local 

cuisine. 

 

Leave the tablet at home and come learn to use a fly fishing rod and reel, or take a ride on a canal boat. 

 

We all need a remedial course in relaxation and fun. Why, you can even look me up and give me a piece of your 

mind for a change. 

 

I’ll be the bald guy in the baseball cap with the Colonel Sanders - the K.F.C. guy - goatee. 

 

The Highlands have become a haven for those of us who make a living in an urban environment but want to live 

a rural lifestyle. 

 



Commuting between those two worlds requires a good deal of sacrifice and a great deal of time. 

 

So here’s a unique opportunity to maximize the relaxed rural half of your city/country dual existence. 

 

Come and enjoy the two-day extravaganza known as the Highlands Festival at Waterloo. 

 

Help kick off a new tradition of celebrating the simple wonders of the New Jersey Highlands. I hope to see you 

at the Highlands Festival at Waterloo, Sept. 21 and 22. 
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