
By Joshua Payne

On a sweltering afternoon in 
late July, Congressman Anthony 
Weiner sat in the passenger seat 
of a gold sedan heading from a 
speech he’d just given at New 
York University to his mayoral 
campaign office downtown.

In conversation, he sounded 
much the way he does when 
addressing a crowd: well-versed 
on issues, armed with ideas and 
precise in his 
use of language. 
Mr. Weiner often 
answers ques-
tions by stating 
his principles 
before discuss-
ing policy, which 
he is able to do 
at length.

Mr. Weiner, 
who has repre-
sented Brooklyn 
and Queens in Congress since 
1999 and spent seven years in the 
City Council before that, views 
many of the problems facing New 
York through a lens focused on 
making life better for the middle 
class.

“We’re just trying to make the 
tax code more progressive,” Mr. 
Weiner said of his plan to reduce 
taxes on New Yorkers making 
$150,000 or less per year while cre-
ating a new, higher tax bracket for 
those with a salary of $1,000,000 
or more. “We’re not trying to be 
punitive, but the tax code hasn’t 
evolved much over time. We can’t 
be an economy that only has one 
sector doing well.”

Mr. Weiner has the wiry frame 
of a marathon runner. His angu-
lar features add to the intensity 

with which he talks about issues. 
He is the product of New York 
City schools, including Brooklyn 
Technical High School, and the 
son of a public school teacher. 
That exposure to public education 
very much informs his thoughts 
on policy.

“I’ve been very critical of this 
pursuit of the novelty of these 
micro high schools that have been 
jammed with a shoehorn into the 
bigger schools. They simply do 

not work,” Mr. 
Weiner said.

“First, I think 
we need to in-
crease teachers’ 
salaries, particu-
larly in places 
like Riverdale 
where they can 
throw a stone to 
the schools in 
Scarsdale and 
get paid 25 per-

cent better,” Mr. Weiner said. “If 
we don’t keep those teachers in 
the system then we will wake up 
with a very junior work force that 
will take years for us to repair.”

Then, as he was about to elabo-
rate on his plan to spend money 
from the Campaign for Fiscal 
Equity lawsuit on increasing neigh-
borhood school construction and 
teachers’ salaries, he interrupted 
himself to direct some construc-
tive criticism toward his driver.

“This is a terrible decision,” 
the congressman said, shaking his 
head. “Broadway’s gonna be ter-
rible right through to Canal.”

Without missing a beat, he con-
tinued discussing education.

This is the man in a nutshell. 
Mr. Weiner thinks broadly about 
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DONNA KRASNIQI, left, and her sister, Debbie Collins, measure the diameter of a tree on West 254th Street 
near Broadway. They are counting every tree within 15 feet of the curb in portions of North Riverdale.

Volunteers 
pitch in 
to count 
city’s trees 
By Alisa Opar

As census takers, Donna Krasniqi and 
Debbie Collins are outfitted a bit unconven-
tionally. They dress for the weather, and 
during their rounds on Sunday the sisters 
wore tank tops, shorts and sandals. Both 
were armed with clipboards, though Ms. 
Collins spent most of her time using a tape 
measure. Ms. Krasniqi filled in the blanks 
on the census sheet, but the questions 
had nothing to do with age, sex or income. 
That’s because these ladies are interested 
in trees, not people. 

The Riverdalians are two of 1,136 volun-
teers taking part in a citywide street tree 
census, now at its halfway mark. Volunteers 
have reported surveying 44,545 trees since 
May. That’s about 10 percent of the 498,470 

Weiner wants 
to champion 
middle class 
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Continuing 
education
There’s no limit to learning 
— whether you return to col-
lege, take a landscaping class 
or share the experiences of 
motherhood. Pages B1-3.

Home 
of the month
Originally built in 1901 as a 
carriage house, a Fieldston 
home has a great location, 
classic pieces of art and 
views of Indian Pond. Section 

C. Cinderella 
season ends
After winning the district title, 
North Riverdale’s all-stars lost 
to Harrison, ending their run in 
the Williamsport tournament. 
Sports, page B12.
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Cpl. Steven 
Hunt says he has 
no regrets about 
being stationed 
in Baghdad, but 
he misses his 
girlfriend and 
his family.

Steven Hunt 
went to Iraq
‘to make 
a difference’
By Suzy Kenly

At age 28, Steven Hunt thought he had 
it all figured out. He was happy at his job, 
he had a supportive family and he had a 
secure group of friends. Having lived in 
Riverdale since he was 5, he was comfort-
able in the area and with his life. So how 
did he end up thousands of miles away 
from home as a lance corporal on a Marine 
air base outside of Baghdad?

The terrorist attacks on Sept. 11 had 
a profound effect on him. 
He wanted to help, but just 
“donating blood didn’t seem 
like enough,” he wrote in a 
long e-mail from his base. 
As the Hunt family watched 

President Bush announce his plans to 
bomb Afghanistan, Mr. Hunt turned to his 
mother, Pat Hunt, and said, “Oh, I’ll go 
over there. I’ll die for my country.” 

“I was shocked,” Mrs. Hunt, 58, said 
in a recent interview. “I didn’t think he’d 
actually do it, but he did.” 

Mr. Hunt enlisted in the United States 
Marine Reserve within three months 
of the terrorist attacks. Until then, he 
enjoyed his job as a handyman at Lincoln 
Towers, an apartment complex on West 
End Avenue. Marty Finneran, his boss, 
was shocked when he heard the news, but 
promised Mr. Hunt his job would still be 

Paintbrush 
altercation  
leads to death 
by stabbing
By Alisa Opar

Pellumb Decaj refused to be cowed by 
the taunts of co-workers at his new job in 
an Independence Avenue apartment, but 
police say one of them wouldn’t take no 
for an answer. That co-worker inflicted two 
fatal stab wounds and fled, but Mr. Decaj 
lived long enough to give police a detailed 
account of the events that led to the vio-
lence. It all started with a paintbrush.

Mr. Decaj, 20, of Baychester, was work-
ing as part of a three-man crew on July 26, 
painting an apartment at West 239th Street 
and Independence Avenue. As the young-
est and newest addition to the crew he 
was subjected to taunts by the other two 
workers throughout the day, Mr. Decaj 
told police. 

One crew member, Eduard Sterkaj, 
who police say stabbed the victim, rode 
him particularly hard, insisting repeatedly 
that Mr. Decaj give him his paintbrush. 
Mr. Decaj refused to relinquish the tool 
as the men continued painting the apart-
ment.  

'While [Van Cortlandt Park] 
is functioning, it’s not in 
pristine repair. It’s chopped 
up and hard to get from one 
side to another. What we 
want to do is change access 
and change the perception 
that the park may not be 
safe.' — John Herrold

Vannie’s chief hopes little changes yield big results
By Alisa Opar 

New black plastic garbage cans with 
lids are replacing the old metal drums 
at Van Cortlandt Park, and soon 500 of 
these receptacles will dot the grounds and 
larger ones with the park’s emblem will be 
placed at entrances.

The new trash cans represent one of 
a series of changes  — minor and major 
— to the 1,146-acre park, which should 
“bring a sense that the park’s a little bit 
nicer,” said John Herrold, Van Cortlandt 
Park administrator, on a recent tour.

The renovations range from new signs 

and better lighting to reconstruction of 
the sprawling Parade Ground and, if the 
funding can be found, perhaps even a 
permanent gardener and maintenance 
worker. Mr. Herrold talked about cur-
rent and future projects during the walk 
through the park, and he shared a few 
ideas he has for improving the public’s 
perception of it. 

“While it’s functioning, it’s not in pris-
tine repair,” he said of the city’s third larg-
est park. “It’s chopped up and hard to get 
from one side to another. What we want to 
do is change access and change the per-
ception that the park may not be safe.”

The hundreds of acres of woods may 
contribute to that unsafe feeling, said Paul 
Sawyer, executive director of Friends of 
Van Cortlandt Park, though he empha-
sized there is little crime in the park. “It’s 
a very, very safe place and a place to bring 
your family and enjoy a plethora of activi-
ties,” he said.

Mr. Herrold hopes newly purchased 
bulletin boards featuring maps, programs 
and events will make people more com-
fortable in the park, and encourage explo-
ration.  “We’re hoping to put a few up 
before the end of the summer, if not 
sooner,” he said. 

Mr. Sawyer applauded the addition of 
maps, and said he hopes another recent 
addition, a wetland boardwalk, completed 
in June, will entice visitors. The board-
walk extends from the Van Cortlandt 
Golf Course parking lot to the pathway 
north to the Van Cortlandt Museum and 
Parade Ground, with a viewing deck near 
the swimming pool and several benches. 
In building the boardwalk, parks crews 
removed phragmites, an invasive reed, 
and planted native vegetation. 

“It’s a good opportunity for people to 
see wildlife and an environment they may 
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there when he returned. 
For Mr. Hunt, now Cpl. Hunt, 

the induction ceremony in March 
2003 was “one of the greatest feel-
ings in the world,” he wrote, “to 
stand out on that parade deck, 
head held high and hear them say 
‘You did it, you’re a Marine.’” 

After his initial 14 months of 
training, he spent some time in 
a reserve unit at the Stewart Air 
National Guard Base in New-
burgh, N.Y., and he was activated 
in January 2005. Two months later, 
he was sent to work in the Ground 
Support Equipment unit in the air 
wing in Iraq. 

His typical day in Iraq is one 
of extremes. Not only is the cli-
mate severe, with temperatures 
climbing to 120 degrees, but when 
the wind blows it’s “like someone 
is holding a hair dryer to your 
face,” he wrote. Hours, as well, are 
unusually long. 

He likens being a GSE to being 
“an electrician, a mechanic and a 
carpenter all rolled into one,” and 
spends 12-hour days fixing any-
thing from light units to genera-

tors to aircraft carriers.
The camaraderie of his fellow 

soldiers mitigates the grueling 
routine. Now 31, Cpl. Hunt is the 
oldest member of the GSE, so the 
22- and 23-year-olds he works with 
have nicknamed him — what else, 
“Old Man.”

In the little spare time he has, 
Cpl. Hunt e-mails his friends and 
family back home.

Mom’s on e-mail

His mother, the housekeep-
ing supervisor for a dormitory at 
Manhattan College, learned to use 
e-mail to keep in contact with her 
youngest son while he was over-
seas. “Oh, he was so happy when 
I told him I was finally on e-mail!” 
she said. “He said, ‘Ma, you’ve got 
to e-mail me everyday now!’”

Cpl. Hunt comes from a close 
family. Steven, as well as his moth-
er, his brother Thomas, his sis-
ter-in-law Hazel and his 4-year-old 
niece, Katie, all live at Riverdale 
Park on Netherland Avenue.

He comes from a long line of 
war veterans. His father served in 

Vietnam, his grandfather in World 
War II and in the months following 
9/11, he thought about them. He 
didn’t consider enlisting when he 
turned 18, but things completely 
changed. He couldn’t help think-
ing about his niece and goddaugh-
ter, Katie, and her future. 

“I thought about her when I 
enlisted and that maybe if I help 
out that I could make this world 
a safer place for her,” he wrote. 
“Isn’t that what you’re supposed 
to do as an uncle, godfather and 
parent?”

Although Cpl. Hunt does not 
have any children of his own, 
he is already discussing parent-
hood with his girlfriend of eight 
months, Kristy McGowan. When 
they first got together, the couple 
both worked at Lincoln Towers, 
but they hadn’t met until a tenant 
told Ms. McGowan about “a lovely 
Marine” who needed a date to the 
Marine Ball. 

Despite being in Iraq in the 
middle of a war, Cpl. Hunt asserts 
that he is “the luckiest man alive” 
to be with her.

Ms. McGowan, 27, is not happy 

to be so far from her boyfriend. 
“At the beginning of a relationship, 
you want to be with the person all 
the time,” she said, speaking from 
her home. “Honestly, it sucks. But 
I have to keep reassuring myself 
that he isn’t on the front line.” Still, 
she has immense respect for him. 
“It’s amazing. I couldn’t do it.” 

When Cpl. Hunt returns they 
plan to begin their life together, 
having already discussed getting 
married and having children.

Happy boyhood

While a world away from home, 
Cpl. Hunt fondly remembers his 
boyhood in Riverdale, having 
played for the North Riverdale 
Baseball League and Ludale Youth 
Soccer.

He recalls how he walked to 
Choi’s Stationery store on River-
dale Avenue every morning to buy 
the Daily News — and, he hastens 
to add, The Riverdale Press on 
Wednesdays. It’s a routine he still 
follows when he’s home.

The owner, Andrew Choi, 
watched him grow up and enjoyed 

arguing with him about the New 
Jersey Devils — Cpl. Hunt’s favor-
ite — and the New York Rangers. 
They bet one dollar each time the 
Devils and the Rangers play, and 
according to Cpl. Hunt, “He still 
owes me a few bucks.” 

To help keep him connected 
with the rest of the world, Mrs. 
Hunt regularly sends over care 
packages with People and Time 
magazines, reading through them 
before sending them to make sure 
the news is not too negative. “He 
doesn’t need bad news,” she said, 
waving her hand. “He’s in Iraq.” 

Cpl. Hunt could be sent back 
to the United States by September 
or October, but he is still on active 
duty, which means he could be 
sent back. “This is the military and 
things change,” he wrote.

He doesn’t find that prospect 
daunting, and even expected it 
from the beginning. When he 
signed up, Cpl. Hunt told his supe-
riors he had “two good arms and 
two good legs,” and asked to be 
placed where he was needed, add-
ing, “That’s all I wanted to do when 
I enlisted, help.” 
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He went to Iraq to make a difference

normally not see if they’re simply using the 
recreational areas in the park,” Mr. Sawyer 
said.

Mr. Herrold would also like to give visi-
tors a sense of the park’s history through 
posting historical signs, marking where 
Jacobus Van Cortlandt dammed Tibbetts 
Brook to build Van Cortlandt Lake, or the 
old site of the borough’s namesake Jonas 
Bronck’s home. 

Most of the major renovation projects are 
funded through the Croton water filtration 
plant memorandum of understanding, which 
will pump $243 million into Bronx parks in 
exchange for building the plant in Vannie. 
Saturn Playground is slated to be first of 
these projects. It should be open by spring 
2007, he said.

Other projects include a $16.5 million 
reconstruction of the Parade Ground, which 
may involve redesigning the layout of the 
baseball and soccer fields. Mr. Herrold said 
he will explore whether more fields could 
be added.

Shandler Recreation Area, the Bronx 
Green House and Nursery and the opera-
tions building at West 242nd Street and 
Broadway will also be renovated. The Parks 
Department hopes to have all these projects 
completed in the next five years, said Ashe 
Reardon, a spokesman.

One area that needs renovating but isn’t 
funded through the filtration agreement is 
Indian Field at East 233rd Street and Jerome 
Avenue, Mr. Herrold said. He hopes to find 
the money to restore the ball fields there. 

Hiring a gardener and maintenance 
worker is another goal, he said. “Right now 
I rely on the borough’s central crew. They’re 
good, but having a maintenance worker, like 
a gardener, lets you do things faster,” such 
as installing the new maps. 

Whether changes are big or small, the 
goal is the same, to bring more families to 
the park, and, Mr. Herrold said, “to give 
people a sense of pride in the park, a sense 
of ownership.”

Weiner wants to be the champion 
of New York City’s middle class

Vannie’s 
new chief 
outlines 
changes
(Continued from page A1)

When Mr. Decaj was done for the day, 
around 4 p.m., he walked to his car parked 
nearby on Independence Avenue. Mr. 
Sterkaj followed him, police said. The two 
exchanged words, and Mr. Sterkaj once 
again demanded the younger man’s paint-
brush.

After Mr. Decaj again refused, Mr. Ster-
kaj stabbed him twice, plunging the knife 
once in his chest and once in the stomach 
before fleeing, police said. 

The victim was taken to St. Barnabas 
Hospital, where he was treated and said to 
be in stable condition later that evening. He 
was awake and spoke with police about the 
attack, according to an investigator. 

Mr. Decaj survived the night, but by 11 
a.m. the next morning he had died from 
internal bleeding, police said. Fred Winters, 
a spokesman for St. Barnabas, said he could 
not comment on Mr. Decaj’s death, citing 
patient confidentiality.

Police are still looking for Mr. Sterkaj, 
who is 30 and from Albania. He is described 
as white, 5 feet 11 inches tall and 165 pounds. 
Anyone with information about Mr. Sterkaj 
should call the 50th Precinct at 718-543-5700.

GRAFFITI WATCHDOGS: To join the Fund 
for a Graffi ti-Free Riverdale, call the Riverdale 
Community Association at 718-601-0483.

policy but doesn’t refrain from micro-
managing, and he wants to consolidate 
power in the mayor’s office. “The bar-
gain I want to make with the people 
of the City of New York is that if you 
give me greater control, if you give 
the taxpayers greater control, then you 
can hold me accountable,” Mr. Weiner 
promised.

He is looking to acquire greater 
responsibility over the city’s future by 
wresting power from Albany. This view 
comes into focus when Mr. Weiner dis-
cusses affordable housing. “It is absurd 
that we should be relying upon the 
whims of a state senator from Rensse-
laer or an assemblyman in Plattsburgh 
when we’re trying to decide the future 
of our housing stock,” Mr. Weiner said.

As housing is built, Mr. Weiner said 
it’s not enough to reserve 20 percent 
for low-income residents. He advocates 
a “60-20-20” model, where 60 percent of 
new housing is available at market rate 
and two tiers of 20 percent are reserved 
at a reduced rate for the middle class 
and low-income New Yorkers.

“The Bronx is essentially a case in 
point for how the middle class is get-
ting squeezed out of New York little by 
little,” Mr. Weiner said. “Communities 
that were classic middle class meccas 
now have become places that, frankly, 
no starter family can afford to live.”

Mr. Weiner said Mayor Bloomberg 
allows apartment buildings to go up 
simply if the developers are wealthy, 
with no thought to true urban planning, 
which Mr. Weiner thinks is a lost art.

“You know, there are reasons why 
people love communities like Riverdale 
or Bayside or Tottenville. And we’re 
allowing that fundamental nature of 
these neighborhoods to be cast aside 
simply on the altar of the next mega 
development,” said Mr. Weiner, who 
supports the rezoning movement in 
Riverdale and thinks it should have 
been done earlier.

Though a Democrat, Mr. Weiner 
regards government bureaucracy with 
a Reagan-esque hostility that he aims 
with biting clarity toward the Metro-
politan Transportation Authority. “The 
MTA isn’t exactly high on my list of 
trusted organizations right now,” Mr. 
Weiner said, “which is one of the rea-
sons I’m going to push very hard to get 
control of the MTA board as a first step 

to hopefully eliminating the MTA.”
He thinks the MTA’s takeover of the 

express bus lines was a poor decision 
and he would like to see serious con-
sideration given to ferry service from 
Riverdale to Manhattan.

Mr. Weiner said he supports creat-
ing a historic district for the Fieldston 
neighborhood if it’s done in a “thought-
ful, careful way,” that leaves residents 
with “plenty of incentives to improve 
their homes, to keep them beautiful.”

Mr. Weiner describes the ongoing 
construction of a water filtration plant 
in Van Cortlandt Park as “a particu-
larly egregious offense. I think it should 
have been located in the parcel of land 
that had been purchased by the city just 
north of the Westchester border that 
was envisioned for this all along,” Mr. 
Weiner said.

An offense Mr. Weiner said Mr. 
Bloomberg committed was centralizing 
the Meals on Wheels program. “I think 
going to the frozen meals wound up not 
saving us any money, provided much 
worse care and, frankly, it spoke to a bit 
of a blind spot on the part of the mayor,” 
he said. “I don’t think he understands 
how important these services are.”

Mr. Weiner said he supports subsi-
dized home health care for seniors as 
an alternative to nursing homes and 
hospitals.

When asked why he wants the job, 
Mr. Weiner cited Fiorello La Guardia, 
John Lindsay and Ed Koch as examples 
of politicians who were better known 
and accomplished more as New York 
mayors than they ever could in Con-
gress. He looks forward to continuing 
that legacy, he said.
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trees recorded in the first tree census, taken 
in 1995, said Dana Rubenstein, a spokeswom-
an for the city Parks Department. The survey 
is expected to go until the end of September, 
when trees begin losing their leaves and are 
more difficult to identify. 

Ms. Krasniqi first considered volunteering 
when she read about the tree census in The 
Riverdale Press. Soon after she saw another 
article on the tree count in the Daily News, 
and then a friend who works for the Parks 
Department encouraged her to participate. 
“There were so many signs that I should do 
this, I just had to sign up,” Ms. Krasniqi, 44, 
said. She had little trouble convincing her 
sister, 42, to help out. “We have a good time 
every time we go outside,” she said. “And 
it’s really best to work as a team because 
one person can record while the other per-
son takes measurements.” 

The two women have perfected their sys-
tem for surveying. They meet once a week, 
at 10:30 a.m. on Sunday mornings and stay 
out for a couple of hours, recording the spe-
cies, diameter and health of each tree within 
15 feet of the curb. 

Keen observers

They also note the condition of the side-
walk and whether there are any wires above 
the trees, and keep an eye out for the 
tree-killing Asian long-horned beetle, which 

hasn’t yet appeared in the Bronx. They’re 
working their way through Ms. Krasniqi’s 
zone first, which extends from 254th Street 
to 260th Street, and west from Broadway to 
Fieldston Road. Each volunteer is assigned 
a zone consisting of about 350 trees, Ms. 
Krasniqi said. Once they finish her zone, 
in which they’ve recorded more than 250 
trees, they’ll move on to Ms. Collins’ zone 
near the Jerome Park Reservoir. 

As the sisters approached the first tree 
of the morning on the corner of Broadway 
and 254th Street, Ms. Collins pulled out her 
tape measure.

 “The diameter is 10 inches,” Ms. Collins 
said, and then took a step back to look at 
the leaves.

‘Is it rigid?’

“These are opposite,” she said, holding 
a branch with long, oval leaves in her hand, 
noting that the leaf stems were directly 
across from each other, instead of staggered 
on the branch.

“Is it rigid?” Ms. Krasniqi asked. “Is it an 
American elm?”

“Hmm,” said Ms. Collins, looking at an 
identification chart. “These leaves are pointy. 
It’s a green ash,” she said confidently, and 
the two moved on to the next tree.

The women quickly identified several 
more trees, including green ash, Norway 
maple and honey locust. Every once in a 

while, they encounter a tree that’s more dif-
ficult to identify.

“We get excited when we find a new 
one,” Ms. Krasniqi said, recalling the time 
they found a golden rain tree. 

“And then there was the tulip tree,” Ms. 
Collins said. “We were like, ‘Oh my God we 
found a new species!’”

Meeting people

The sisters also enjoy interacting with 
homeowners and passersby, and joke that 
though they meet a lot of people, they haven’t 
met a lot of eligible men. Most people are 
curious about what they’re doing poking 
around outside their house, they said. 

“One day, Debbie has her arms around a 
big giant tree and some guy pokes his head 
out his door and says, ‘You know, I’ve heard 
the expression, but I’ve never actually seen 
a tree hugger.’”

Often, people ask what kind of tree lives 
in front of their house, or express concerns 
about broken branches or choking wires. 
The sisters instruct people to call 311, but 
their volunteer experience has instilled in 
them a desire to be more active with the 
upkeep of city trees. 

After the census is over, the women plan 
to be trained as citizen pruners.  

For today, though, they’re not overreach-
ing. “We’ll do this for another hour, and then 
go in my pool,” Ms. Krasniqi said. 

(Continued from page A1)

Dispute 
devolves
to stabbing 
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Volunteers pitch in to count trees
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CONGRESSMAN ANTHONY Weiner greets a voter during a spring cam-
paign stop in Riverdale.


