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For Garwood’s Nierstedt,
One More Hill to Climb

By MICHAEL J. POLLACK
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

GARWOOD – When Jenna Nierstedt
of Garwood first chatted with The
Westfield Leader and The Scotch
Plains-Fanwood Times in January, she
spoke of her intentions to run the 2010
Boston Marathon to support her 16-
year-old cousin, Colin, who was diag-
nosed with Ewing’s sarcoma, a rare
form of bone cancer that tends to strike
boys between the ages of 10 and 20.

Sadly, in the interim of her training
for the marathon, which takes place this
coming Monday, Colin Maher of
Cranford succumbed to cancer.

Colin was diagnosed with cancer at
age 11; it had lodged in his hip, and
though surgery was performed, the dis-
ease spread.

Miss Nierstedt, a former Leader/
Times intern and reporter, had said back
in January that Marathon Monday
would be a “great athletic feat…but the
tremendous altruistic cause makes this
bigger than the race itself.”

Miss Nierstedt, 22, is running for the
Dana Farber Marathon Challenge Team
(DFMC), which raises funds for the
Claudia Adams Barr Program in Inno-

vative Basic Cancer Research
at Dana-Farber Cancer Insti-
tute. The team aims to raise
$4.4 million.

“Our whole team is be-
hind this,” Miss Nierstedt
said. “It’s incredible what
Dana Farber does...It’s pro-
moting a cause I believe in.”

In January, the Garwood
resident, who now attends
Boston University, had stated
her goal was to raise $4,000; a week
before the race, Miss Nierstedt had
compiled $7,712. Contributions may
still be made throughout the summer,
and checks can be made payable to
DFMC (spell out) and sent to Miss
Nierstedt at 320 Hickory Avenue,
Garwood, N.J. 07027.

With the tenor of the race having
changed since the early part of 2010,
Miss Nierstedt said the marathon
would help her family mourn Colin’s
loss “by giving us something tangible
to do about it.”

Family and friends have assisted
putting up fliers and getting the word
out about fundraising. Miss Nierstedt’s
parents will head up to Boston this
Monday to cheer on their daughter, and
her friends will be scattered along the

route.
Miss Nierstedt said during training,

as she would ascend the various hills
that are synonymous with Bostonian
runs, she would talk to her cousin in her
head. “I’d say, ‘Colin, help get me
through hill 1, hill 2.’”

As her training for the 26.2-mile
Boston Marathon intensified, Miss
Nierstedt would write letters to her
cousin, telling him of her preparation.
The last letter Colin received, sent in
early February, told of a completed 20-
mile run.

“By the end, he couldn’t sleep,” she
said. “My aunt and his twin sister (Sh-
annon) read my letter to him, and they
all cried. Colin clapped upon hearing
that I had run the 20 miles.” On Febru-
ary 9, three days after reading the letter,
he died.

Colin, a Cranford High School stu-
dent, will have a scholarship made out
in his honor. Next year, Miss Nierstedt
and her family will help select recipi-
ents of the award, which will give $500
to a graduating senior.

“Colin was the type of kid who be-
friended someone who was lonely or
bullied,” she said. “It’s nice to have a

scholarship based on friend-
ship.”

Miss Nierstedt remem-
bers her cousin as a candy
fiend, who collected Pez
dispensers and wanted to
open up a candy shop of his
own someday. An animal
lover, he owned fish and
turtles but was most fond of
his dog, Casey. He was also
greatly interested in biol-

ogy, and as part of the Make-A-Wish
Foundation, he got to visit the
Galápagos Islands.

With thoughts of Colin always in her
heart, Miss Nierstedt said she is “defi-
nitely ready” for Monday.

“I’m confident I’ll finish,” she said.
“I’ve gotten faster, and I’m very ex-
cited.”

When asked back in January what
emotions will overwhelm her as the
race nears, Miss Nierstedt said, “I feel
I’ll know the answer when I finish on
race day. I’ve never run with thousands
watching you. It’s difficult with the
hills. I cried when I was accepted [to the
DFMC team], and I think I’ll cry when
I finish.”

To read about Miss Nierstedt’s expe-
rience, see jennaruns.wordpress.com.

The Cartel Movie Takes Aim
At ‘A Monopoly Gone Wrong’
Documentary Comes to Rialto Theatre on Monday

By MICHAEL J. POLLACK
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

WESTFIELD – Filmmaker Bob
Bowdon admitted that the timing for
the release of The Cartel, a movie that
sheds light on corruption and waste in
New Jersey public schools, was “amaz-
ing,” with the New Jersey Education
Association and Governor Chris
Christie embroiled in a war over edu-
cation spending. An in-depth look at
how the system is failing students,
parents and teachers, however, was
“long overdue,” the filmmaker said.

In a phone interview with The
Westfield Leader and The Scotch
Plains-Fanwood Times this Monday,
Mr. Bowdon said he employed a jour-
nalistic approach on his quest to find
how tax dollars are being spent in the
public-education world.

Mr. Bowdon, a 15-year New Jersey-
based television producer and reporter,
worked for Bloomberg Television be-
fore turning his attention to The Cartel.

Mr. Bowdon said as he covered a few
education stories in his previous voca-
tion, he was “amazed” at the things he
found, including the concept of tenure.

“The fact that at 25 years old [after
teaching three consecutive academic
years], a person can never be fired,
short of committing a felony...is an
outrage,” he said. “You can’t claim,
on one hand, that you’re for the kids
and, on the other hand, you’re against
firing bad teachers.”

Mr. Bowdon said he has had to fight
many “straw-man” battles, in which
proponents of the status quo in public
education accuse him of “stating that
all schools and teachers [in public
schools] are bad.”

He insisted that, on the contrary, he
does not paint with a broad brush and
that there are success stories to be found.

“My mom was a public-school
teacher; I went to public schools,” he
said. “But somewhere along the line,
the system stopped working.”

“It’s gotten to the point where if

you say you don’t support 5-percent
raises [annually for teachers] and [do
favor] merit pay for the good ones,
you’re labeled as some child-hating
Neanderthal,” he said. “It’s time for a
new paradigm.”

The old paradigm, he alluded to,
centered on “throwing money at the
problem” of failing schools. This, he
said, has “demonstrably failed” in ar-
eas such as Camden and Newark.

New Jersey ranks only behind New
York in per-pupil spending for public
education. According to
TheCartelMovie.com, “spending can
exceed $400,000 per classroom, and
yet only 39 percent of the state’s
eighth-graders are proficient or ad-
vanced readers, and only 40 percent
of its eighth-graders are proficient or
advanced in math.”

While there are a myriad of factors
that have led to – what Mr. Bowdon

believes is – a gradual deterioration
of the public-school system, his movie
follows the money trail, and that led
to some interesting findings. For in-
stance, Asbury Park’s former super-
intendent made $470,000 – during
the year he was fired.

“And they’re always claiming pov-
erty,” he said. “These stories don’t jive
with what the average taxpayer is deal-
ing with in a bad economy.”

Handling  such a serious subject did
not come completely naturally for Mr.
Bowdon, a self-proclaimed “smart
[alleck].” With a background that in-
cluded working as an on-camera re-
porter for the Onion News Network,
which focuses on news parody, Mr.
Bowdon said his instinct was to ap-
proach preserving the status quo in
education from a satirical perspective.

The only problem was, he said, “the
more I got into the topic, the less funny
I thought it was...You have to serve
your subject, not yourself. These are
real children being affected by this and
billions of dollars that disappear.”

Exacerbating the problem is the lack
of school choice, Mr. Bowdon believes.

“Choice is the single greatest driver
of quality,” he said.

He acknowledged that there are pub-
lic schools in many areas that are work-
ing quite well, but this is due, in part, to
school choice.

In some wealthier areas, he noted,
parents have enough money to move to
a different district or send their kids to
private or parochial schools if they be-
lieve the other options are superior.

“This is a [soft] form of choice,” he
said.  “It’s the specter of possibility
that keeps [wealthier] suburban schools
good.”

He worries, though, that the public-
education system will crumble in areas
where parents do not have the money to
send children to private or parochial
schools.

“In those areas, no matter how bad
the [public] schools get, they continue.
And some are so bad, they are getting
more money,” he said.

He mentioned, too, that school choice
does not hinder the higher-education or
nursery-school systems.

“Universities – both public and pri-
vate – thrive on competition and choice,”
he noted.

With school systems statewide scram-
bling after deep cuts in education fund-
ing, Mr. Bowdon said as an on-looker,
he is disappointed with how districts
are responding to the crisis.

“Districts could cut the fat, but they
know that won’t enrage parents...They’d
rather cut bands and the football team,
which I find cynical and emblematic of
a monopoly gone wrong,” he said.

It is “the cartel,” he believes, that
stands in the way of rectifying the situ-
ation. “The union lulls teachers into
believing that ‘you need us to protect
you...’ It’s high time this fight came.”

Audiences can decide for themselves
at Westfield’s Rialto Theatre next Mon-
day, April 19, at 7:30 p.m. The Cartel
will appear in a series of one-night-
only screenings throughout New Jer-
sey; after Westfield, the movie can be
seen in Sparta, Hoboken, Atlantic City,
Mount Laurel, Red Bank, Paramus
and Trenton.

The film has already won seven film-
festival awards, including the Jersey
Shore Film Festival and the Washing-
ton, D.C. Visionary Award. To learn
more, visit thecartelmovie.com.

“It’s a great athletic feat...but the tremendous altru-
istic cause makes this bigger than the race itself.”
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UCPAC in Rahway Presents
World’s Best Short Films

RAHWAY – Asbury Shorts, New
York’s longest-running exhibition
of award-winning, international
short films, will bring “An Evening
of the World’s Best Short Films” to
the historic Union County Perform-
ing Arts Center (UCPAC) on Satur-
day, April 17, at 8 p.m.

The evening’s 30th Anniversary
“Short Film Concert” will feature
international award-winning short
films from the past 12 years. Tick-
ets are $15 general admission.

The fast-paced program will fea-

ture the 2001 Oscar Winner for “Best
Animated Short,” Father and Daugh-
ter, an emotionally poignant tale of a
young girl who sees her father off on
a long sea voyage and waits almost
her entire life for his return.

The evening will also feature 2007
winner of “Best Narrative Short
Film” at the Tribeca Film Festival,
Super Powers, a comedic story of a
young married couple who tries to
mend its relationship by pretending
to be superheroes.

New international festival circuit
honorees in the program include:
Santa Claus: The Fascist Year, cre-
ated by world-famous animator Bill
Plympton, whose heralded films
have been nominated for Academy
Awards in the past and seen on MTV
and other major television networks.
In all, the evening will present 12
shorts and a few unannounced sur-
prises.

Asbury Shorts New York has been
screening independent short films
theatrically for the past 28 years.
The exhibition combines the best in
short film comedy, drama and ani-
mation with live music and special
unannounced surprises.

Its sole purpose is to give the
public an opportunity to see award-
winning shorts in a theatrical set-
ting on the big screen, not a com-
puter or iPod.

Tickets for the “Short Film Con-
cert” are $15 and may be purchased
by calling (732) 499-8226 or online
at UCPAC.org. The UCPAC Box
Office, located at 1601 Irving Street,
Rahway, is open Wednesday through
Saturday from 11 a.m. until 5 p.m.

Theater Project Presents
Dark Comedy Manuscript

REVENGE UP THEIR SLEEVE…Sean McIntyre, left, Rebecca Moore and Daniel
Pietruszka appear in The Theater Project’s production of Paul Grellong’s dark
comedy Manuscript from April 15 to May 2 at Cranford’s Union County College.

CRANFORD – The Theater
Project, Union County College’s
(UCC) Professional Theater Com-
pany, has kicked off its 2010 season
with a three-weekend run of Paul
Grellong’s dark comedy Manuscript,
opening today, Thursday, April 15,
and running through May 2.

Performances will be held in the
Roy Smith Theater at UCC’s Cranford
campus, located at 1033 Springfield
Avenue. Performance times are Thurs-
days, Fridays and Saturdays at 8 p.m.,
and Sunday matinees at 3 p.m. Tick-
ets range from $10 to $25, and can be
reserved by contacting Brown Paper
Tickets at (800) 838-8006. Informa-
tion is also available at
thetheaterproject.org.

Manuscript centers on three ambi-
tious college freshmen whose dis-
covery of an unpublished manuscript
drives them into a series of startlingly
cruel consequences.

Little is what it seems in this hip,
witty and unpredictable dark comedy

that is full of provocative twists and
turns. No one can be trusted, as the
three lose control on their manipula-
tive quest for fame and revenge in this
universal tale about deception, ambi-
tion and loyalty.

Written by Mr. Grellong, an award-
nominated writer for NBC’s “Law
and Order: Special Victims Unit,”
Manuscript ran off-Broadway in 2005
and again in 2007. Variety called the
play “a twisty dark comedy about
ambition and ruthlessness, with a fan-
cifully elaborate Hitchcockian re-
venge plot up its sleeve.”

The Theater Project’s 2010 season
continues in July with the New Jersey
premiere of Christopher Durang’s
recent off-Broadway hit Why Torture
is Wrong…and the People Who Love
Them (from July 8-August 1) and in
September with the Regina Taylor
musical Crowns (from September 23
to October 17).

For more information, visit
thetheaterproject.org.

Author Recounts
‘Visits From Heaven’
WESTFIELD – The Town Book

Store in Westfield will host a meet and
greet for Westfield resident Josie Varga,
author of “Visits from Heaven,” on
Saturday, April 17, from 2 to 4 p.m.

Ms. Varga has assembled a collec-
tion of “visits from heaven” from around
the globe and had them backed up by
testimony from some of the world’s
leading experts on afterlife communi-
cation.

This book will lead readers to ques-
tion their own mortality with the real-
ization that “people are all eternal en-
ergy beings, and energy can neither be
created nor destroyed.”

Despite having both cerebral palsy
and bilateral hearing loss, she consid-
ers herself fortunate, as she prefers to
live her life focusing on the positive.
Ms. Varga does not consider herself
disabled and never will. Her disability,
she believes, is her strength, not her
weakness.

Since 2004, she has become a moti-
vational speaker, encouraging audi-
ences to strive to overcome and sharing
the importance of having a positive
mental attitude in life.

To learn more, call (908) 233-3535.

Choruses to Compete
In A Cappella Contest
CRANFORD – Metro Rhythm Cho-

rus of Cranford will join the Greater
New York Region of Sweet Adelines
International in  its annual quartet and
chorus convention and contest from
April 23 to 25 at the Sheraton City
Center in Philadelphia.

“April Showers Bring . . . Singing In
the Rain” will feature more than 700
area women, members of the region’s
15 choruses located throughout lower
New York state, Long Island and north-
ern New Jersey, singing popular music
in four-part a cappella harmony.

The Metro Rhythm Chorus meets
every Wednesday at 7 p.m. in Bates
Hall of  the First Presbyterian Church
of Cranford. The church is located at 11
Springfield Avenue. Those who like to
sing and are interested in more infor-
mation about the chorus can contact
metrorhythm.com or
metrorhythm@gmail.com.

Jenna Nierstedt of Garwood (pictured here as a Leader/ Times intern in 2007) will run
the Boston Marathon on Monday in honor of her cousin, Colin.

Filmmaker Bob Bowdon

The Cartel Movie: New Jersey Showings (thecartelmovie.com)

April 19, Westfield, Rialto Theatre, 250 East Broad Street, 7:30 p.m.
April 20, Sparta, Sparta Theatre, 25 Centre Street, 7:30 p.m.
April 21, Hoboken, Clearview Cinema, 409 14th Street; 7, 9 p.m.
April 25, Atlantic City, Resorts International Casino, Screening Room, 2 p.m.
April 26, Mount Laurel, Burlington Community College, Enterprise
Center, 3331 Route 38, 7:30 p.m.
April 27, Red Bank, Clearview Cinema, 36 White Street, 7:30 p.m.
April 28, Paramus, Bergen County Community College, Anna Maria
Ciccone Theatre, 400 Paramus Road, 7:30 p.m.
April 29, Trenton, NJ State Museum Auditorium, 205 W. State Street,
7:30 p.m.


