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November 9, 2000

I grew up in a town in Maryland very much like Scotch
Plains. People looked after each other's children, took meals
to shut-ins and the elderly and gathered at wakes to cook
and reminisce.

Tarquin and I were New Yorkers who decided  that we
wanted to raise our son in a real community and be part of
a town's life.

When I dialed 911 that Wednesday morning in Septem-
ber, a flood of assistance, kindness, compassion and sup-
port began that continues today. In fact, Alex and I have a
joke that we will be writing thank you notes the rest of our
lives. We alternately laugh and cry and Tarquin would defi-
nitely be in tears.

Lest we ever doubt the goodness of people, we need
only to remember what you have so generously demon-
strated during this difficult time. We certainly made the
best possible decision when we chose Scotch Plains.

Thank you each We are so grateful.

In Peace,

Linda & Alex Bromley

From the Hearts of
Linda & Alex Bromley

IRV FINKELSTEIN, LCSW
127 South Euclid Avenue, Westfield NJ 07090

908-889-4885 • ADHD911@cs.com

Help
Is
Available

ARE YOU COPING WITH...
• Family Conflict
• Anger & Rage
• Parenting Problems
• Disruptive Behavior

• Poor School Performance
• Lack of Intimacy
• Addiction
• Poor Social Relationships

• Employment / Work Problems

Attention Deficit Disorder
Addiction, Depression or Other
Personal Problems?

Most Insurance Plans Accepted

Snoring may be 
a symptom of sleep
apnea, a potentially life-
threatening sleep disorder
linked to high blood pressure,
stroke and heart attack. If you
think you or someone you love may
be at risk, call for an appointment today.

Diagnosis and treatment of 
pediatric sleep disorders also available.

A T L A N T I C  H E A LT H  S Y S T E M

    Morristown Memorial Hospital

SNOR ING

Call 973-971- 4567 • Sleep Disorder Center
Accredited by American Sleep Disorder Association

ARE YOU
IGNORING A
WARNING
SIGN?

The People of Our Community
An on-going series of articles about interesting people in our communities.

Fanwood’s Octogenarian Bob Sommerich Believes in Giving Back to Community
By SUSAN M. DYCKMAN

Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The
Times

FANWOOD — Though he
was born about the time the
Model T Ford was still sputter-
ing along America’s roads, his
ideas are anything but old-fash-
ioned, save one.

Fanwood resident Bob
Sommerich firmly believes in
the idea of doing something for
someone else, simply because
it’s the right thing to do.

His name is synonymous with
the recycling effort in Fanwood
and Scotch Plains, as he was
one of the program’s founders
back in the late 1970s. Mr.
Sommerich continues to serve
as President of the Fanwood-
Scotch Plains Recycling Asso-
ciation, and the 85-year-old vol-
unteer works at the North Av-
enue center from 9 a.m. to 1
p.m. every Wednesday.

It all started with Boy Scouts,
explained Mr. Sommerich, who
used to chair the paper drives
for local Troop No. 203 when
his son was a scout. At the same
time, the Junior Chamber of
Commerce held a newspaper
drive at the Fanwood railroad
station every two weeks.

According to Mr. Sommerich,
then-councilman David
Pickering got the idea to apply
for state grant money to launch a
local recycling center. The
amount was determined by how
much solid waste could be re-
cycled in a municipality. The
grant program concluded in 1996
to Mr. Sommerich’s dismay.

Mr. Sommerich attended a
long series of meetings during
which residents debated the type
of facility they wanted or didn’t
want and where to put it.

“I got deeper and deeper into
the whole thing,” recalled Mr.
Sommerich.

Later, when Scotch Plains
elected to participate in the
curbside pick-up program,
Fanwood decided to continue in
the direction it had already started.

“We were benefiting ourselves
and groups in town,” explained
Mr. Sommerich. Then, as now,
the use of volunteers to work the
center readily saves Fanwood
taxpayers a couple tax points

(the most recent estimate he had
for curbside pick up in Fanwood
was $65,000-$75,000 annually).

“We take the money
we earn by the sales
of recyclable materi-
als and turn it back to
all the groups who
volunteer — all non-
profit and local
groups,” he said. Mr.
Sommerich said such
groups would need
much more in the way
of donations were it
not for the $250 each
receives for a
Saturday’s work at the
center.

“Our interests are
environmental, and
money saving and
money earning. We
recycle money. What
we earn goes back into
the pockets of the
town,” declared Mr.
Sommerich, who
served for years on the
town’s Environmental
Commission.

The recycling association is re-
sponsible for contributing thou-
sands and thousands of dollars in
cash donations as well as outright
purchases of equipment to local
organizations such as the Fanwood
Rescue Squad, the Fanwood Fire
Department, TV 35 and the De-
partment of Public Works. Mr.
Sommerich stressed that without
their dedication, the recycling cen-
ter could not operate efficiently.

There are less known aspects to
the recycling center, such as work-
ers’ commitment to put aside some
of the books that come in for poor
schools that cannot afford to al-
low students to take books home
with them. Then there are the many
Campbell Soup cans that Mr.
Sommerich fishes from the bin so
he can tear the labels off to turn
over to those same schools to raise
money.

“We do these little extras,” he
said.

After recycling, Mr.
Sommerich’s other major inter-
est, as he puts it, is “blood stuff.”

He works diligently with the
Red Cross and New Jersey Blood
Services to urge people to donate

blood. Mr. Sommerich personally
supervises two blood drives every
year at his church.

“The need is so bad and we just
can’t get enough people to realize
it,” he lamented. It used to be that
approximately 5 percent of the
population donated blood; that fig-
ure has dropped to 3 percent, while
the demand has skyrocketed.

When asked why fewer people
donate, Mr. Sommerich thought a
moment. It is his feeling that with
the passing of people from World
War II, Korean War and even Viet-
nam eras, “those who were close
to the need are dying out.”

“It’s a different philosophy to-
day,” he continued. “The (whole)
idea of giving — altruism — is
dying. It’s being replaced by the
‘what’s in it for me’ philosophy. A
cold philosophy.”

Mr. Sommerich said he would

like to write a letter to his daugh-
ters and son one of these days, a
note to be opened after he is gone.

He would urge them to go out of
their way to do something for
somebody else. He cannot say
enough about the pleasure and
satisfaction that comes simply
from helping someone else.

Highly animated when he talks
of his civic interests, there is a
special sparkle in his eye when
Mr. Sommerich speaks of his wife
of 48 years, Inge.

When he returned to the U.S. in
1953, after six and a half years of
living and working primarily in
Germany where Inge is from, “I
brought back a living souvenir,”
he smiled.

He is equally proud of his three
children and his grandchildren.
“Their families turned out very
nicely.”

The passage of time clearly has
not slowed Mr. Sommerich’s ac-
tive interest in his community.

Disgusted with the
state’s decision to halt
the recycling grant
program four years
ago, he began his own
letter-writing cam-
paign to have the pro-
gram reinstated. To-
day, legislation intro-
duced by Assembly-
man Alan M. August-
ine of Scotch Plains to
do just that is stalled in
the Solid & Hazard-
ous Waste Committee
of the Assembly.

“I am burning up
inside because the leg-
islation is there and it’s
just sitting,” said a
frustrated Mr.
Sommerich.

As a member of
Fanwood’s Communi-
cations Committee,
Mr. Sommerich is also
eager to bring the

borough’s communication with
the public into the 21st century.

“The local papers are completely
out of phase with council meet-

ings,” he criticized, noting that
meeting agendas are rarely, if
ever, published in the papers. In
addition, Mr. Sommerich
pointed out, publication of the
papers is such that it takes a
week for the public to read about
what happened at the most re-
cent meeting.

He wants to go online, to es-
tablish a municipal Web site
that facilitates timely, two-way
communication on issues be-
fore the council. He wants to
work toward obtaining the e-
mail addresses of residents so
they can be polled on-line as
issues present themselves.

For now, he exclaimed, “The
Fanwood Web site is dry as dirt,
including my write-up about re-
cycling!”

Mr. Sommerich admitted he
has little patience with people
who reach the age of 65 and “sit
on their duffs and want the world
to wait on them.”

“Just because they’ve lived to
a certain age, (some) feel they
are deserving of special treat-
ment instead of giving back be-
cause they’re lucky enough to
have lived to that age,” he con-
cluded.

Bob Sommerich

Photo by Susan Dyckman


